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Samenvatting	  Nederlands	  
 

Vanaf het moment dat de laatste Amerikaanse helikopters vluchtten vanaf het dak van 

de ambassade in Saigon in mei 1975 achtervolgen de herinneringen aan de 

Vietnamoorlog Amerikaanse beleidsmakers. Zo hebben deze herinneringen een 

enorme impact gehad op latere beslissingen om wel of niet te interveniëren in een 

buitenlands conflict. Als interventie een optie bleek, dan bepaalden deze 

herinneringen in hoge mate de manier waarop en de condities waaronder de 

strijdkrachten werden ingezet. De herinneringen aan de Vietnamoorlog beïnvloedden 

hoe politici met hun publiek communiceerden, in welke mate de media toegang 

hadden tot het slagveld, en hoe allianties met andere landen werden aangegaan. 

Bovendien vormden ze contrasterende opvattingen over de juiste rol van Amerikaanse 

macht in de wereld – ofwel als een positieve macht die weer hervonden en versterkt 

moest worden na een tijdelijke en atypische faux-pas in Vietnam, ofwel als een macht 

gebaseerd op arrogantie en overmoed die pas op de plaats moest maken na een 

ontnuchterende ervaring. Verschillende interpretaties van het conflict in Vietnam 

leidden tot de constructie van verschillende herinneringen, die weer verschillende 

lessen voor verschillende groepen in de Amerikaanse samenleving tot gevolg hadden. 

Tot op de dag van vandaag is er nog steeds niet een redelijke mate van consensus over 

de oorlog en haar erfenis gevormd.  

 Dit proefschrift onderzoekt de manieren waarop de herinneringen aan de 

Vietnamoorlog van invloed zijn geweest op de top van de regering tijdens 

internationale crises in El Salvador, Nicaragua, Grenada, Libanon, Irak, en Somalië 

tussen 1981 en 1991. Het heeft als onderwerp de veelkleurige en vaak tegenstrijdige 

erfenis van de Vietnamoorlog, en onderzoekt hoe deze erfenis tijdens momenten van 

Amerikaans militair optreden is gevormd en gebruikt. De keuze voor het woord 

‘herinnering’  benadrukt het subjectieve, geconstrueerde en fluctuerende karakter van 

de wijze waarop Amerikanen omgaan met deze specifieke episode uit hun 

geschiedenis. Het brengt ook de persoonlijke aspecten van deze geschiedenis onder de 

aandacht: zij die de oorlog als jongvolwassene meemaakten bepaalden op basis van 

deze herinneringen het verloop van volgende oorlogen.  

Het doel van dit proefschrift is om tot een kritische analyse te komen van de 

erfenis van de Vietnamoorlog op het gebied van Amerikaans buitenlands beleid 
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tussen 1981 en 1991. Onderliggende vragen zijn gerelateerd aan de term ‘het Vietnam 

syndroom’ en de veel gepraktiseerde gewoonte om lessen te trekken uit de oorlog – de 

zogeheten ‘lessons learned’. Deze vragen worden benaderd vanuit de interactie tussen 

persoonlijke, institutionele en collectieve herinneringen aan de Vietnamoorlog. 

Centraal staat het denken en handelen van hooggeplaatste beleidsmakers en leden van 

de regering uit de presidentschappen van Ronald Reagan en George H.W. Bush. Aan 

het begin van deze periode populariseerde Reagan de term ‘Vietnam syndroom’, en 

aan het einde stelde Bush – prematuur - dat het syndroom voorgoed was overwonnen 

tijdens de Golfoorlog van 1991.    

In de eerste hoofdstukken analyseer ik Ronald Reagans interpretatie van de 

Vietnamoorlog en haar erfenis. Deze persoonlijke opvattingen bepaalden wat hij 

bedoelde met de term ‘Vietnam syndroom’ die hij veelvuldig gebruikte tijdens zijn 

presidentiële campagne in 1980 en die een aanzienlijke invloed had op zijn 

buitenlands beleid als president. De term ‘Vietnam syndroom’ riep echter bij het 

bredere publiek ook bepaalde associaties met de Vietnamoorlog  op die Reagan juist 

helemaal niet voor ogen had. Hijzelf en leden van zijn regering deden vervolgens 

meerdere pogingen om het publiek te instrueren over de ‘juiste’ manier om de 

Vietnamoorlog te herinneren  - wat geenszins leidde tot een meer uniforme visie op 

deze geschiedenis of de lessen die er uit te leren zouden zijn.  Hoewel de erfenis van 

de Vietnamoorlog in de literatuur vaak wordt beschreven als een remmende en 

belemmerende factor op het Amerikaanse buitenlands beleid toon ik met voorbeelden 

van - onder andere - Reagans beleid in Centraal-Amerika en het Iran-Contra 

schandaal aan dat deze erfenis ook als stimulerende en radicaliserende factor optrad.  

In de daaropvolgende hoofdstukken wordt gekeken naar de institutionele 

reacties op de Vietnamoorlog van voornamelijk het Amerikaanse Congres en de 

strijdkrachten. Ook op institutioneel niveau is er een gemengde reactie waar te nemen 

van zowel een remmend als een activerend effect op buitenlands beleid als gevolg van 

de tegenstrijdige herinneringen aan de Vietnamoorlog.  Het laatste deel van dit 

proefschrift richt zich op George H.W. Bush en diens opvattingen over de oorlog in 

Vietnam. In het allerlaatste hoofdstuk, over de Golfoorlog van 1991, komt de 

dynamiek tussen persoonlijke, institutionele en collectieve herinneringen aan bod en 

hun invloed op de oorlog die aanvankelijk bedoeld was om het ‘Vietnam-syndroom’ 

voorgoed te doen vergeten – maar daar niet in slaagde.   
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Drie centrale conclusies kunnen getrokken worden op basis van het onderzoek 

dat aan dit proefschrift ten grondslag ligt. Ten eerste wordt de term ‘Vietnam 

syndroom’ in de huidige literatuur vaak onvolledig omschreven of onvoldoende 

begrepen, wat leidt tot verwarring over welke erfenis de Vietnamoorlog heeft 

nagelaten in buitenlands beleid. Hoewel een zeker ambigu karakter van de term soms 

wel wordt onderkend, mist er vaak het begrip dat de betekenis van de term in zeer 

grote mate context-afhankelijk is. Ook blijft vaak onderbelicht dat de term grotendeels 

een politieke constructie is van Ronald Reagan. Echter, toen Reagan de herinneringen 

aan de Vietnamoorlog voor eigen politiek gewin probeerde in te zetten door de term te 

gebruiken stuitte hij op alternatieve interpretaties van de Vietnamoorlog die zijn 

doelstellingen op buitenlands beleid hinderden. Zijn gebruik van het ‘Vietnam 

syndroom’ riep enerzijds steun op voor het kordatere buitenlands beleid dat hij voor 

ogen had, maar overtuigden anderzijds grote groepen Amerikanen dat de ‘werkelijke’ 

lessen van de Vietnamoorlog juist een veel bescheidener beleid als gevolg zouden 

moeten hebben.  Deze ingrijpende tegenstrijdigheden worden zelden belicht in de 

literatuur als de term ‘Vietnam syndroom’ wordt gebruikt. De term wordt vaak zelfs 

gebruikt om de erfenis van de Vietnamoorlog op buitenlands beleid in zijn geheel te 

beschrijven, maar door de term een dergelijk brede definitie toe te kennen worden 

vele verschillende aspecten die de erfenis van de Vietnamoorlog rijk is sterk 

onderbelicht.    

Aan deze observaties over de term ‘Vietnam syndroom’ is ook de tweede 

centrale conclusie gerelateerd: Om een vollediger begrip te krijgen van de impact van 

de Vietnamoorlog op Amerikaans buitenlands beleid is het belangrijk om bewust te 

zijn van de interactie tussen persoonlijke, institutionele en collectieve herinneringen 

aan die oorlog. Het bewust zijn van deze dynamiek verrijkt het begrip van de erfenis 

van de Vietnamoorlog, en stimuleert dat een eenzijdige belichting op grond van de 

term ‘Vietnam syndroom’ ontstegen wordt.  

Een derde centrale conclusie die getrokken kan worden is gerelateerd aan de 

gewoonte om lessen te trekken uit de Vietnamoorlog – en uit het verleden in 

algemene zin. Ook deze historische lessen zouden vaker belicht moeten worden 

vanuit de context van geconstrueerde herinneringen – gekoppeld aan plaats, tijd, 

persoon en belang. Historische ‘lessen’ suggereren vaak een objectiviteit en 

universele toepasbaarheid die ze in werkelijkheid niet bezitten, maar waardoor hun 

overtuigingskracht wel stijgt. Zowel het publiek dat de ‘lessen’ gepresenteerd krijgt 
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als ook degene die de ‘lessen’ presenteert zijn gevoelig voor deze gesuggereerde 

objectiviteit. Maar zoals een analyze van de herinneringen aan de Vietnamoorlog 

laten zien zijn deze ‘lessen’ tot op zeer grote hoogte het resultaat van subjectieve, 

emotioneel geladen constructies gebaseerd op persoonlijke, institutionele en/of 

collectieve herinneringen. Om de invloed van dergelijke ‘historische lessen’ beter op 

waarde te kunnen schatten, en om hun gesuggereerde objectiviteit en teleologische 

implicaties kritischer te kunnen benaderen, is het belangrijk om de subjectieve context 

van herinneringen in ogenschouw te nemen.    
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Summary	  English	  
 

Ever since the last American helicopters fled from the rooftop of the Saigon embassy 

in May 1975, the memory of the Vietnam War has haunted American policymakers. 

As the Vietnam War remained a fiercely contested and debated episode of American 

history in the years to come, these memories had a substantial impact on foreign 

policy. For instance, they highly influenced later decisions to intervene or not to 

intervene in a conflict. If intervention was an option, the memories of the war 

influenced the way the armed forces were prepared, equipped, and commanded. It had 

its effect on the way politicians communicated with the public, on the access of the 

media to the battlefield, and on the conditions under which alliances were formed 

with other countries. It shaped both consciously and unconsciously the perception of 

American power and its function in the world at large, stimulating either a 

reinforcement of that power or a more cautious approach. Different interpretations of 

the war have led to different memories, and subsequently led to different lessons for 

different groups in American society. Up until today, any real consensus on the 

Vietnam War and its legacy is still not reached.  

This dissertation explores the ways in which the memory of the Vietnam War 

affected high-level U.S. policymakers during international crises in El Salvador, 

Nicaragua, Grenada, Lebanon, Iraq, and Somalia between 1981 and 1991. It deals 

with the multifaceted and often conflicting legacy of the Vietnam War and how that 

legacy was shaped, perceived, and implemented during moments when American 

military power was used abroad. The choice of the word ‘memory’ emphasizes the 

subjective, constructed, and fluctuating nature of the way Americans remember this 

part of their past. It also points to the personal aspects of remembering the war and the 

influence it had on those who first fought it, and later had to decide on the conduct of 

new wars.  

The goal of this dissertation is to critically analyze the legacy of the Vietnam 

War and the impact this legacy had on American foreign policy between 1981 and 

1991. Underlying questions involve the use of the term ‘the Vietnam syndrome’ and 

the practice of ‘lessons learned’ from Vietnam, and both are approached from the 

perspective of the different personal, institutional, and collective memories of the 

Vietnam War. The focus lays on the thoughts and actions of high-level policymakers 
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in the presidencies of Ronald Reagan and George H.W. Bush – the period between 

Reagan’s popularization of the term ‘Vietnam syndrome’ and Bush’s incorrect 

assertion that he had ‘kicked’ the syndrome after the Gulf War of 1991. 

In the first chapters, I analyze Ronald Reagan’s interpretation of the war and 

its legacy. From Reagan’s personal understanding of the war followed his construal of 

the so-called ‘Vietnam syndrome’, a term that he popularized during his presidential 

campaign of 1980. Also, I demonstrate how the use of this term had an impact on 

Reagan’s foreign policy. Moreover, as the term conjured up conflicting interpretations 

of the Vietnam War, I analyze how Reagan and his advisors tried to instruct the 

American public on the ‘right’ way to remember the Vietnam War - which did not 

result into a more uniform collective memory of that period and the lessons it 

supposedly taught at all. While the impact of the Vietnam War is often described in 

terms of a constraint on American foreign policy, I demonstrate with examples of 

Reagan’s Central American policy and the Iran-Contra scandal, amongst others, that 

there is also a substantial catalyzing and radicalizing effect on American foreign 

policy to be observed.  

Institutional reactions to the Vietnam War from predominately Congress and 

the United States Armed Forces are researched in the chapters thereafter. Also here, a 

mix between a constraining and catalyzing effect is revealed as a result of the 

conflicting and contested memories of the Vietnam War. The final part of this 

dissertation focuses on the presidency of George H.W. Bush and his perception of the 

Vietnam War. In the final chapter, on the Gulf War of 1991, the dynamics of 

personal, institutional, and collective memories of the Vietnam War are described to 

illustrate how they affected the conduct of a new war that was supposed to ‘kick’ the 

Vietnam Syndrome once and for all - but failed to do so.    

As a result from the research in this dissertation, three main conclusions can be 

drawn. The first is that the term ‘Vietnam syndrome’ is often misapplied or 

incompletely understood in much of the current literature. Although it is often 

acknowledged that the term is ambiguous and the sentiment it reflects elusive, it is 

rarely acknowledged that the term is to a very high degree a political construct 

popularized by Ronald Reagan during the 1980 presidential election. Also, as Reagan 

subsequently tried to deploy the legacy of the Vietnam War to his own advantage in 

political rhetoric, he encountered alternative versions of the Vietnam War that 

frustrated his policy goals. Reagan’s rhetorical use of the term ‘Vietnam syndrome’ 
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incited support for a more powerful stance in foreign policy to some, but at the same 

time convinced others of the wisdom of a more cautious approach. These 

complicating factors related to the ‘Vietnam syndrome’ are rarely acknowledged. In 

fact, the term is often used to describe the legacy of the Vietnam War on foreign 

policy in general, yet using the term in such a broad context understates the multitude 

of effects that the Vietnam War had on the international relations of the United States. 

From this observation on the term ‘Vietnam syndrome’ follows the second 

main conclusion of this dissertation: To gain a fuller understanding of the impact that 

the Vietnam War had on American foreign policy, the dynamics of memory should be 

taken into account. Awareness of the interaction between personal, institutional, and 

collective memories of ‘Vietnam’ allows for a more dynamic understanding than does 

a singular focus on the ‘Vietnam syndrome.’ For instance, whereas the term ‘Vietnam 

syndrome’ points only to a restraining influence on foreign policy, the memories of 

the Vietnam War certainly had a catalyzing effect as well.  

A third main conclusion can be reached on the practice of ‘lessons learned.’ 

Just as with the legacy of the Vietnam War in general, ‘lessons learned’ should be 

conceived within the framework of memory. These ‘lessons’ often attain an aura of 

objectivity that influences both the audience that is supposed to be convinced by the 

logic of the lesson, as well as the person who puts the lesson forward. However, as the 

memories of the Vietnam War illustrate, these ‘lessons learned’ are to a high degree 

the result of subjective constructions based on personal, institutional, and/or collective 

memories. To better understand the power of so-called ‘lessons learned’ in a 

particular place and time, and to critically assess their suggested objectivity and 

teleological implications, we must take into account the subjective context of 

memory.  
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Introduction:	  ‘Lessons	  learned’	  or	  haunting	  memories?	  
 

One evening in the fall of 2006, Henry Kissinger arrived at the back entrance of the 

White House. He knew this entrance all too well, since the former National Security 

Advisor and former Secretary of State had used it often during his terms in the late 

1960s and early ’70s to avoid the news cameras. Ever since Kissinger had left office, 

high-ranking officials from several U.S. administrations as well as from foreign 

countries had sought his advice on foreign policy issues. In the media and in his own 

publications, Kissinger commented frequently on world affairs to the general public 

as well.  

 On this particular evening, Kissinger visited President George W. Bush to talk 

about the problematic war in Iraq. Since Bush’s prematurely declared victory in Iraq 

three years before, a civil war had erupted between various factions, fighting each 

other as well as the coalition forces, led by the United States. Suicide-bombings, 

Improvised Explosive Devises (IED’s) and guerilla tactics continued to devour lives 

and money on a scale that reminded many of the Vietnam War era. Kissinger had 

brought with him an old memo that he had written by himself to President Nixon in 

1969, in which he argued against a troop withdrawal from Vietnam. In this memo, 

Kissinger characterized withdrawals from Vietnam as “salted peanuts” to which the 

American public would become addicted. Apparently, Kissinger thought this so-

called “Salted Peanuts-memo” would make good advice for President Bush, who was 

under increasing pressure to start ‘bringing the boys home’ - from Iraq, in this case.1 

Up until that point, President Bush had denied any comparison between 

Vietnam and Iraq.2 The term ‘Vietnam’ was to many synonymous with terms like 

‘tragedy,’ ‘quagmire,’ or ‘defeat,’ and using the term in relation to the war in Iraq 

would add only more negative connotations to an already unpopular war. Interestingly 

                                                
1 For the memo and an accompanying text by John Prados, see the site of the National Security Archive 
at George Washington University, http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/news/20061001/index.htm (last 
visited June 08, 2011). Kissinger had commented before on parallels between Iraq and Vietnam to 
CNN’s Wolf Blitzer, emphasizing the danger of domestic divisions and the subsequent loss of popular 
support, see “Kissinger finds parallels to Vietnam in Iraq,” CNN.com, August 15, 2005, 
http://articles.cnn.com/2005-08-15/politics/us.iraq_1_premature-withdrawal-iraqi-army-and-police-
islamic-world/2?_s=PM:POLITICS (last visited June 08, 2011).  
2 See for an overview of Bush’s several denials on the analogy, and responses in other media outlets, 
the website of Media Matters for America, http://mediamatters.org/research/200708230014 (visited 
June 08, 2011). 
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enough, Henry Kissinger, a notorious Vietnam-era figure himself, brought the explicit 

parallel straight into the confines of the White House. Yet soon after Kissinger shared 

his ideas on the relevance of an historical analogy with the Vietnam War with Bush, 

the president started to comment publicly on the analogy as well. However, when he 

did so, he offered an interpretation of the Vietnam War that emphasized only those 

elements that suited his perspective on the current situation on Iraq.  

On 18 October 2006, The New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman 

compared the increase of violence in Iraq with the Tet offensive of 1968, widely seen 

as a negative turning point in American public opinion towards the Vietnam War and 

explicitly intended by the North Vietnamese to produce that effect in a U.S. election 

year. When asked about Friedman’s analogy by ABC News anchor George 

Stephanopoulos, Bush replied: “He could be right. There's certainly a stepped-up level 

of violence, and we're heading into an election.”3 Almost a year later, as the pressure 

on Bush to withdraw from Iraq had only increased since Kissinger’s visit, the 

president told the audience at the Veterans of Foreign Wars convention on 22 August, 

2007: “One unmistakable legacy of Vietnam is that the price of America's withdrawal 

was paid by millions of innocent citizens whose agonies would add to our vocabulary 

new terms like 'boat people,' 're-education camps' and 'killing fields'.”4  

Discussions about ‘another Vietnam’ in Iraq and what possible lessons could 

be learned had been carried out on commentary pages, web-logs, and the floors of 

Congress since the start of the war. The resemblance with Vietnam was compelling to 

most observers, especially to those who had lived through the period. To name just a 

few of the most noted comparisons, in 1964, President Johnson had lied about the 

Tonkin Gulf attacks that gave him a reason to escalate the war. In 2003, President 

Bush presented evidence of the presence of weapons of mass destruction that proved 
                                                
3 Thomas Friedman, “Barney and Baghdad,” The New York Times, October 18, 2006; 
http://select.nytimes.com/2006/10/18/opinion/18friedman.html?emc=eta1 (visited June 08, 2011).  
See for Bush’s comments to George Stephanopoulos, as cited in Ed O’Keefe ABC News October, 18 
2006;  http://abcnews.go.com/WNT/story?id=2583579 (visited June 08, 2011).  
4 Excerpts of the speech are cited in Michael A. Fletcher, “Bush Compares Iraq to Vietnam: He Says 
Pullout Would Be Disastrous,” The Washington Post, August 22, 2007, as published on 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/08/22/AR2007082200323_pf.html 
(visited June 08, 2011) and Jim Ruttenberg and David Stout, “Citing Vietnam, Bush Warns of Carnage 
if U.S. Leaves Iraq,” The New York Times, August 22 2007, as published on 
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/08/22/washington/22cnd-policy.html?pagewanted=all# (visited June 08, 
2011) and commented on in Massimo Calibresi, “Bush’s Risky Vietnam Gambit,” Time Magazine, 
August 23, 2007, as published on  http://www.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,1655516,00.html 
(last visited June 08, 2011) and Dan Fromkin, “The Analogy Quagmire,” The Washington Post, August 
22, 2007, as published on  http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
dyn/content/blog/2007/08/22/BL2007082201461_pf.html (last visited June 08, 2011). 
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to be incorrect, yet had persuaded Congress and the international community to 

invade Iraq. Just as in Vietnam, positive and hopeful messages about the course of the 

war from officials had been countered by the chaos and destruction documented by 

reporters. When Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld left the Pentagon as a 

consequence of his failed management of the war, many remembered the departure of 

his ill-fated predecessor Robert McNamara during the Vietnam War. And by 2006, 

Democrats in Congress were coming into a position where they could contemplate 

cutting off the funding of the war, just as Congress had done in 1973.   

Many professional historians emphasized that the differences between the two 

conflicts were far greater than the few superficial similarities. They stated that the 

analogy with the Vietnam War was in most cases perhaps illustrative, but historically 

incorrect.5 Political scientist Stephen Biddle commented: “If the debate in 

Washington is Vietnam redux, the war in Iraq is not. The current struggle is not a 

Maoist ‘people's war’ of national liberation; it is a communal civil war with very 

different dynamics.”6 To simply equate the Vietcong with the Iraqi insurgents 

overlooked important differences in, for instance, their organization, their 

constituents, the nature of the funding and support they received from other parties, 

and the goals they tried to achieve. Also, after the first few months of the Iraq war no 

national regular army remained as an opponent, while the North Vietnamese Army 

continued fighting throughout the Vietnamese conflict. In Vietnam, the Americans 

had to fight in the jungle. In Iraq, most fighting occurred in urban areas. Where 

religious strife fuelled the conflict among Iraqis, the Vietnamese were motivated by a 

nationalistic unification ideal. These were just a few of the dissimilarities between the 

American involvement in Iraq and in Vietnam.  

                                                
5 David I. Anderson, "One Vietnam War should be enough and Other Reflections on Diplomatic 
History and the Making of Foreign Policy," Diplomatic History 30, no. 1 (2006), 1-22.; Marilyn B. 
Young, "Now Playing: Vietnam," Magazine of History: For Teachers of History 18, no. 5 (2004), 22. 
A conservative denial of the analogy was voiced earlier, for instance, by Christopher Hitchens and 
Oliver North, see Christopher Hitchens, “Beating a Dead Parrot; Why Iraq and Vietnam have Nothing 
Whatsoever in Common,” Slate Magazine, January 31, 2005, as published on 
http://www.slate.com/id/2112895/ (last visited June 08, 2011) and Oliver North, “Vietnam and Iraq; 
Myth vs. Reality,” Townhall.com, October 27, 2006, 
http://townhall.com/columnists/olivernorth/2006/10/27/vietnam_and_iraq_myth_vs_reality/page/full/ 
(last visited June 08, 2011) .The comparison was later researched in depth in Lloyd C. Gardner and 
Marilyn B. Young, eds., Iraq and the Lessons of Vietnam, Or, how Not to Learn from the Past (New 
York: The New Press, 2007) ; John Dumbrell and David Ryan, eds., Vietnam in Iraq: Tactics, Lessons, 
Legacies and Ghosts (London: Routledge, 2007)  , and Robert K. Brigham, Is Iraq another Vietnam? 
(New York: PublicAffairs, 2006).     
6 Stephen Biddle, "Seeing Baghdad, Thinking Saigon," Foreign Affairs 85, no. 2 (2006), 2-14. 
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Despite the efforts of historians to point out the anachronistic nature of 

historical comparisons, many people continued to refer to Vietnam when discussing 

the Iraq war. Apparently, the few similarities between the war in Iraq and the Vietnam 

War evoked such strong reactions that they immediately overshadowed the many 

differences. Even Henry Kissinger, who holds a Harvard PhD in history and should be 

well aware of the theoretical complications of comparing two different timeframes, 

drew his own ‘lessons from Vietnam’ and presented them to President Bush as advice 

for the then current situation. While Kissinger had a reputation for using the past as a 

guide for the future, as implemented in his historically inspired ‘Realpolitik,’ what is 

probably of more importance in his reference to the “Salted Peanuts –memo” is the 

fact that he had lived through the Vietnam War himself, as had almost all those who 

compared Iraq to Vietnam.  

It might be illogical or theoretically unsound to compare the two conflicts, but 

to those who made the analogy, it felt very natural and persuasive from an emotional 

point of view. As historian Robert Schulzinger noted: “All wars leave their marks on 

memory, and these memories of war have had, in turn, a disproportionate effect on 

later ideas, beliefs, and emotions.”7 This emotion gives the memory of the Vietnam 

War its persuasive power as an analogy with present wars, illustrated by the fact that 

even arch-realist Kissinger was affected by it in his policy suggestions to President 

Bush.  

Ever since the last American helicopters lifted off from the rooftop of the 

Saigon embassy in May 1975, the memory of the war has haunted American 

policymakers. As the Vietnam War remained a fiercely contested and debated episode 

of American history in the years to come, these memories had a substantial impact on 

foreign policy. For instance, they highly influenced later decisions to intervene or not 

to intervene in a conflict. If intervention was an option, they influenced the way the 

armed forces were prepared, equipped, and commanded. They affected the way 

politicians communicated with the public, the access of the media to the battlefield, 

and the conditions under which alliances were formed with other countries. They 

shaped both consciously and unconsciously the perception of American power and its 

function in the world at large, stimulating either a reinforcement of that power or a 

more cautious approach.  
                                                
7 Robert D. Schulzinger, A Time for Peace: The Legacy of the Vietnam War (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2006), xiv. 
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This dissertation will explore the ways in which this memory affected high-

level U.S. policymakers during international crises in El Salvador, Nicaragua, 

Grenada, Lebanon, Iraq, and Somalia between 1980 and 1992. It deals with the 

multifaceted and often conflicting legacy of Vietnam and how it was shaped, 

perceived, and implemented during moments where American military power was 

used abroad. The choice of the word ‘memory’ emphasizes the subjective, 

constructed, and fluctuating nature of the way Americans remember this part of their 

past. It also points to the personal aspects of remembering the war and the influence it 

had on those who first fought it, and later had to decide on the conduct of new wars.  

Before turning to a more precise description of the questions addressed in this 

dissertation and how they will be tackled, let’s look at the historiographical context – 

the well-known shoulders of giants from where this dissertation takes its viewpoint. 

Even though a lot has been written on topics like the Vietnam War, its legacy, the 

politicians’ tendency to draw analogies with the past, and the concept of memory, this 

dissertation focuses on the intersections between several historiographical fields. As 

will be illustrated, this approach allows for a critical reassessment of the term 

‘Vietnam syndrome’ and its general usage in the literature on the history of 

international relations. Also, my approach to the historiographical context sheds new 

light on the practice of ‘lessons learned’ and moreover, emphasizes the importance of 

a link between the study of memory and international relations.  

The starting point of this dissertation is the awkward but understandable 

penchant politicians have to compare an event in the present with one in the past. 

While this research focuses on the memory of the American Vietnam War, other 

examples of powerful analogies like ‘Munich 1938’, the Holocaust, or Hitler have had 

similar effects on policymakers. To most professional historians, such analogies 

involve superficial and sometimes even perverted references to the past, often used as 

a mere rhetorical device to make an argument in the present more persuasive. Karl 

Popper has called such abuses of history an “apologetic misuse of the assumption of 

persistence” that people in power use to foster “a general feeling of inevitability” and 

a “readiness to endure the inevitable calmly and without protest.”8  

However, research has shown that the use of history is also an important part 

of the policymaking process of selecting and evaluating available choices. The 

                                                
8 Karl Popper, The Poverty of Historicism (London: Routledge, 1957 / 2002), 7. 
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policymaker too has been subject to a “general feeling of inevitability,” thus 

contradicting the notion of historical analogies being employed only as rhetorical 

devices to legitimize an already established position. Historian Ernest R. May broke 

the ground on this topic in 1973 with his “Lessons” of the Past: The Use and Misuse 

of History in American Foreign Policy, in which he analyzed the tendency of 

policymakers to look to history for guidance.9 He observed that many policymakers 

make use of historical examples when confronted with a crisis situation, but that they 

often make mistakes in drawing analogies with the past. From the flawed analogies 

followed flawed presumptions, clouding the range of options open to the 

policymakers and thereby influencing the ultimate decisions. Upholding the idea that 

history could and should be of informative value to policymakers, he wrote a second 

book together with political scientist Richard Neustadt in 1986, Thinking in Time: the 

Uses of History for Decision-Makers.10 The book was the result of a course they 

taught at the Harvard Kennedy School of Government, and both the book and the 

course had the aim of improving decision-making by providing some tools to make 

‘better’ use of history.  

 Thinking in Time was based on the idea that “previous international events 

provide the statesman with a range of imaginable situations and allow him to detect 

patterns and causal links that can help him understand his world,” as Robert Jervis 

wrote in his seminal Perception and Misperception in International Politics (1976).11 

Following that line of thinking, better decision-making would flow from a better 

understanding of history, since it broadened the range of “imaginable situations.” 

However, the attempts of policymakers to put the lessons from Thinking in Time into 

practice showed how hard it was for those untrained in history to draw useful 

analogies. Above all else, policymakers often simply lacked the time for reflecting on 

the history of a particular subject, as some policymakers enrolled in the classes of 

Neustadt and May had to confess after several years of working in the field.12  

                                                
9  Ernest R. May, "Lessons" of the Past: The use and Misuse of History in American Foreign Policy 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1975). 
10  Richard E. Neustadt and Ernest R. May, Thinking in Time: The Uses of History for Decision-Makers 
(New York: Free Press, 1986), 329. 
11 Robert Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1976), XI, 445. 
12 James Reed, “Ernest R. May’s Most Useful Work of History: notes from a scholar-practitioner,” in: 
Akira Iriye, ed., Rethinking International Relations: Ernest R. May and the Study of World Affairs 
(Chicago: Imprint Publications, 1998)., 396-397. 
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 Neustadt and May had rightly observed in their book that it was precisely this 

lack of time that often resulted into a superficial and therefore flawed use of history, 

but according to the people who had actually tried to employ their tools to make better 

use of lessons from the past, this was not a problem that could be solved by the 

policymakers’ mere intention to look more carefully at history. Even  if policymakers 

wanted to make use of perceived lessons from the past, their pressure-cooker working 

environment forced them to resort to simpler constructions of history. The well-

intended theory of Neustadt and May was undermined by the practice in which it was 

supposed to operate.  

 However, the civil servants from May’s classes, who for the most part held 

degrees in fields other than history, could hardly be blamed for their failure to employ 

history in current affairs. Even trained historians who held government positions 

could not avoid the same errors, as studies of these ‘historian-politicians’ showed.13 

Historians like Theodore Roosevelt or Woodrow Wilson were surely better equipped 

to take into account the larger historical context in which they made their decisions 

and were in general more aware of the influence that history has on the possible 

actions and limitations of the opponents they faced, but that did not automatically 

result in better decision-making. Henry Kissinger, probably the most famous, 

influential and gifted historian-politician in the United States since the Second World 

War and surely the most explicit in his application of a historical mindset to mold 

current affairs, has been called a ‘flawed architect’ for his attempts to implement a 

distinctively historical model of diplomacy and state relations in current affairs. In his 

monograph on Kissinger, Jussi Hanhimäki revealed the shortcomings of the former 

Secretary’s realist vision, explicitly modeled after Metternich’s 19th-century Europe, 

and showed how his attempts to make use of this historical model failed in the face of 

contemporary dynamics.14      

 Historian David Hackett Fischer in his 1976 Historians’ Fallacies vividly 

describes the analytical errors that most ‘users’ of history fall into.15 It is the problem 

of analogous thinking, a mental device very powerful for instructing and illustrating, 

                                                
13  Walter Laqueur and George L. Mosse, Historians in Politics (London: Sage Publications, 1974), 
352, Paul Gordon Lauren, ed., Diplomacy: New Approaches in History, Theory, and Policy (New 
York: Free Press, 1979), XVI, 286. 
14 Jussi Hanhimäki, The Flawed Architect: Henry Kissinger and American Foreign Policy (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004).  
15 David Hackett Fischer, Historians' Fallacies: Toward a Logic of Historical Thought (London: 
Routledge, 1971), 243-244. 
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but often misleading in its explanatory value. As Fischer explains, following the 

writings of Immanuel Kant on analogies, there is no such thing as a perfect analogy in 

human affairs.16 Several years after the publication of Thinking in Time, Ernest May 

reflected on exactly this problem in an essay that nuanced his earlier position on the 

subject. Illustrating the complexities of translating mathematical analogies to real life, 

he stated:  

 

A knob is to a door what a pull is to a drawer. This, while true, is not as true as 
the proposition that two is to five as twelve is to thirty. The proposition that a 
key is to a door as a pull is to a drawer also has some truth but less than in the 
proposition about the doorknob. And so on. 17 
     

 The fundamental problem with using historical analogies is the obvious fact 

that history doesn’t repeat itself, although there is a long tradition of historians and 

philosophers who have tried to find some kind of repetitious structures in the past. 

Even though there are few scholars today who will defend the most dogmatic aspects 

of, for instance, Marxist, Hegelian, Toynbeean, or Spenglerian theories of history, the 

urge to shed light on possible ‘patterns of the past’ or the ‘meaning of history’ is still 

a recurring phenomenon in the academic world.18  This is probably a tendency that is 

engrained in the human mind since the constant structuring, selecting, and shifting of 

information by analytical thinking enables mankind to survive in an infinitely 

complex and chaotic universe.19 But to understand the main difficulty in comparing 

the past to the present, it is important to take into account the comments of the Italian 

historian and politician Benedetto Croce on the issue. Croce, while discussing the 

work of another Italian historical philosopher, Vico, pointed to the fact that every 

event is inherently composed and formed by events that preceded it. If event A had 

not preceded event B, event B could not possibly have occurred the way it did, if it 

had occurred at all. Therefore, event A and event B cannot, by definition, be 

analogous. This logic especially applies to the conduct of human affairs. A person 
                                                
16 Immanuel Kant, Kritiek Van De Zuivere Rede [Kritik der reinen Vernunft], trans. Jabik Veenbaas 
and Willem Visser (Amsterdam: Boom, 1781 / 2004), 689. 
17 Ernest R. May, "History--Theory--Action," Diplomatic History 18, no. 4 (1994), 594-595.  
18 Just a few of the many possible examples are: Pieter Geyl, Arnold J. Toynbee and Pitirim A. 
Sorokin, eds., The Pattern of the Past: Can we Determine it? (Boston: The Beacon Press, 1949) , Pieter 
Geyl, Use and Abuse of History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1955) , Francis Fukuyama, The 
End of History and the Last Man (New York: Free Press, 1992); Niall Ferguson, Civilization : The 
West and the Rest (London; New York: Allen Lane, 2011).  
19 Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics, XI, 445; Popper, The Poverty of 
Historicism. 
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cannot erase the memories he has of an earlier event in dealing with a new one. The 

earlier event can be informative, instructive, or even formative, but will never be 

analogous to the situation in the present.20 However, people often insist on seeing a 

resemblance between the past and the present, and policymakers are by no means 

exempted from that habit.   

 After the publication of May’s “Lessons” of the Past and Thinking in Time, 

several studies followed up on the theme of historical analogies since it was clear that 

the practice of using analogies with the past did influence policymakers despite its 

obvious flaws. As Jervis, May, and Neustadt had vividly described, the authority that 

high-level policymakers attributed to historical thinking and the complexities that 

followed from this kind of reasoning had had a far greater influence on foreign affairs 

than previously thought. In 1992, political scientist Yuen Foong Khong published 

Analogies at war; Korea, Munich, Dien Bien Phu, and the Vietnam decisions of 1965, 

in which he clearly demonstrated the effects analogies with the past had on the 

decisions that led to the escalation of the Vietnam War. The analogy with ‘Munich 

1938,’ where the Nazis were perceived to have obtained free rein in the build-up 

towards World War II, led the Johnson government to believe that escalation was 

favorable to negotiating. The analogy with the American experiences in Korea 

highlighted their fears of Chinese intervention should the Americans invade North 

Vietnam, which therefore provided the logic to attempt to bomb the North 

Vietnamese into submission. These – and other – analogies with the past prevented 

alternative explanations from being explored, for instance, the reasons why the North 

Vietnamese were fighting, the nature of their communist alliances, and the merits of a 

gradually escalating bombing campaign.21   

After 1975, the memories of the Vietnam War clearly took over the position of 

prime referential point in history for American policymakers. But unlike with 

‘Munich’, it was far from clear how this legacy should inform them on future policy. 

Where ‘Munich’ gave policymakers a fairly clear prescription of what to do, the 

                                                
20  Benedetto Croce, History: Its Theory and Practice (New York: Russell & Russell, 1960)., trans. 
1920, 12. 
21Yuen Foong Khong, Analogies at War: Korea, Munich, Dien Bien Phu, and the Vietnam Decisions of 
1965 (Princeton N.J: Princeton University Press, 1992), 286, Jeffrey Record, Making War, Thinking 
History: Munich, Vietnam, and Presidential Uses of Force from Korea to Kosovo (Annapolis, MD: 
Naval Institute Press, 2002) , B. W. Schaper, Het Trauma Van München (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 1976).,  
David Howell Petraeus, "The American Military and the Lessons of Vietnam : A Study of Military 
Influence and the use of Force in the Post-Vietnam Era"  (PhD, Princeton University). 
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lessons from Vietnam proved to be very diverse and often even contradictory. They 

ranged from small and specific tactical lessons to broad, almost existential lessons on 

the nature of American foreign policy and American identity at large. The only 

consensus found was the fact that all positions in the debates were argued on the basis 

of the Vietnam War experience. 

Even during the war, publications appeared seeking some kind of valuable 

lessons for the future out of the conflict that divided American society on a political, 

military, and social level.22 Shortly after the war President Ford privately expressed 

the wish to “just forget about the whole thing,” and the American people seemed to 

make an attempt to erase their conflicting past and step into a new, virgin future – 

surely to no avail. In the early 1980s, Americans started the painful process of 

remembering and contemplating their lost war, in both public discussions and 

privately amongst decision-makers. In the armed forces, for instance, “history had 

become a growth industry,” as Vietnam War historian George Herring noted.23 

Courses were set up, and Vietnam histories were devoured by civil servants eager to 

not repeat the same mistakes. ‘Lessons learned’ books started to fill bookshelves, 

seeking a way to give some meaning and purpose to the death toll and countless 

tragedies of the Vietnam War. However, by the end of the century, four decades of 

scholarly and public debate had not resulted in any real consensus over even the most 

important aspects of the war. With the expansion of interpretations of the conflict, the 

ensuing lessons to be learned grew as well. As a result, a lack of consensus about the 

future course of foreign policy flowed partly from conflicting visions of America’s 

past. 24 

                                                
22 Some examples of the early attempts to draw lessons while the war was still going on are: Richard 
Critchfield, "Lessons of Vietnam," The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Science (Nov., 1968), 125, Sir Robert Thompson, Defeating Communist Insurgency: Experiences in 
Malaya and Vietnam (New York: Praeger, 1966), 171, George Ball, "Lessons from a Tragic 
Experience," Survival 12, no. 2 (1970), 56. The legacy was also quickly debated: Anthony Lake and 
David M. Abshire, The Vietnam Legacy: The War, American Society, and the Future of American 
Foreign Policy (New York: New York University Press, 1976), 440, Jeffrey Race, "The Unlearned 
Lessons of Vietnam," The Yale Review 66, no. 2 (1976), 161.  
23 George C. Herring, America's Longest War: The United States and Vietnam, 1950 - 1975, 4th ed. 
(Boston: McGraw-Hill, 2002).  
24 For some good overviews of the conflicting legacy of Vietnam, the scholarly debates, and 
implications for policy and strategy, see:Charles E. Neu, ed., After Vietnam: Legacies of a Lost War 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2000) ; George C. Herring, "American Strategy in 
Vietnam: The Postwar Debate," The Journal of Military History 46, no. 2 (1982), 57;Gary R. Hess, 
"The Unending Debate: Historians and the Vietnam War," Diplomatic History 18, no. 2 (Spring, 1994), 
239;George C. Herring, "The `Vietnam Syndrome' and American Foreign Policy," The Virginia 
Quarterly Review 57, no. 4 (1981), 594; George C. Herring, "Vietnam, American Foreign Policy, and 
the Uses of History," The Virginia Quarterly Review 66, no. 1 (Winter, 1990), 1; Kevin Ruane, ed., The 
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When President Bush fought the Gulf War in 1991 with many public – and as 

turned out, also private – references to ‘the Vietnam syndrome’ and his claim that by 

the end of the war, he had finally “kicked the syndrome once and for all,” the 

tendency to use analogies received increased attention.25 During the next crisis, in 

Bosnia, critics were quick to notice that the memory of the Vietnam War had not been 

kicked at all since again discussions erupted over the ‘right lessons’ that had to be 

incorporated this time. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright showed how different 

analogies affected different generations by explaining her determination not to 

appease but to fight dictator Milosevic because she was “a child of Munich, not of 

Vietnam.”26 Political scientist Samantha Powers noted an evolution in the Vietnam 

analogy after the debacle in Somalia, and called the new reference point “Vietnalia.”27 

When President George W. Bush invaded Iraq in 2003, no one could deny the long 

life span of the ‘Vietnam syndrome’ that the president’s father had proclaimed 

defeated a decade earlier.  

  By far the largest influence of the Vietnam legacy has been felt in the realm 

of foreign policy and military affairs, although its effect touches on many other issues 

as well, which adds to the complexity of the historical analogy. Vietnam played a role 

in several presidential elections, in which a candidate’s stance on the Vietnam War 

informed the public only partly about his or her foreign policy views. It also revealed 

much about the candidate’s character and patriotism.28 Vietnam left its legacy on 

Veterans Affairs and thereby the domestic system of social security and health care, 

and the protest movements and civil rights activism were greatly changed by Vietnam 

                                                                                                                                       
Vietnam Wars (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2000), 189; Robert A. Divine, "Vietnam 
Reconsidered," Diplomatic History 12, no. 1 (1988), 79; Robert McMahon, "SHAFR Presidential 
Address - Contested Memory: The Vietnam War and American Society, 1975-2001," Diplomatic 
History 26, no. 2 (2002), 159-184; Lawrence E. Grinter and Peter M. Dunn, eds., The American War in 
Vietnam: Lessons, Legacies, and Implications for Future Conflicts (New York: Greenwood Press, 
1987) ; Trevor B. MacCrisken, American Exceptionalism and the Legacy of Vietnam: US Foreign 
Policy since 1974 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003) ;Paul M. Kattenburg, The Vietnam Trauma 
in American Foreign Policy, 1945-75 (New Brunswick NJ: Transaction, 1980), 354; Richard A. 
Melanson, Writing History and Making Policy: The Cold War, Vietnam, and Revisionism (Lanham: 
U.P. of America, 1983) ; Patrick Hagopian, The Vietnam War in American Memory: Veterans, 
Memorials, and the Politics of Healing (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 2009). 
25 “Excerpts from Bush News Conference,” The New York Times, March 2, 1991, p 5. 
26 Madeleine Albright and Bill Woodward, Madam Secretary (New York: Miramax Books, 2003).  
27 Samantha Power, "A Problem from Hell" America and the Age of Genocide (New York: Basic 
Books, 2002). 
28 McMahon, "SHAFR Presidential Address - Contested Memory: The Vietnam War and American 
Society, 1975-2001," 159-184; Richard Joseph Morris and Peter Charles Ehrenhaus, Cultural Legacies 
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as well. Just as had the Vietnam War itself, the war’s legacy affected politics and 

culture inside and outside the United States. 

In order to clarify the focal point of this dissertation, I need to make a few 

remarks about the vast literature on the legacy of the Vietnam War that relates to 

foreign policy. First, many of the so-called ‘lessons learned’ books, mostly published 

in the 1980s, believe in the real possibility of learning from history in general and 

from Vietnam in particular. The main focus of these books is to produce better 

policies in the future. Their stated ‘lessons,’ preferably captured in a sentence or two, 

are perfect examples of how ‘contextless’ history is misused and presented as a useful 

analogy, which, of course, it cannot be. They are however insightful as they define 

what Americans from different backgrounds perceived as important to remember 

from the war and illustrate the various shapes and forms that the Vietnam legacy has 

taken. 

In studies on foreign policy the term ‘Vietnam syndrome’, despite 

considerable ambiguity about its meaning, is often used to describe the legacy of the 

Vietnam War on foreign policy.29 A common assumption is that the term ‘Vietnam 

syndrome’ is equal to, and covers all aspects of, the foreign policy elements of that 

legacy. As I will argue in this dissertation, the term is highly complicated and omits 

crucial elements of the impact of the Vietnam War on foreign policy. For instance, a 

common interpretation describes the syndrome as a constraint on American foreign 

policy due to the unwillingness of Congress and the general public to support war. 

However, I will demonstrate that the legacy of the Vietnam War worked not only as a 

constraint, but also as a catalyst. I elaborate here on observations most prominently 

made by publicist James Mann and historian Greg Grandin, who argue that the defeat 

in Vietnam politicized – and in some cases radicalized - a cadre of politicians and 

soldiers who defined their worldview on the basis of their experiences during the 

Vietnam era. According to Mann and Grandin, that worldview guided their actions 

                                                
29 See for several studies on the Vietnam syndrome Richard A. Melanson, American Foreign Policy 
since the Vietnam War: The Search for Consensus from Richard Nixon to George W. Bush (Armonk, 
N.Y.: Sharpe, 2005); Derek Neal Buckaloo, "Fighting the Last War: The 'Vietnam Syndrome' as a 
Constraint on U.S. Foreign Policy, 1975–1991" (PhD, Emory University); Geoff Simons, Vietnam 
Syndrome: The Impact on U.S. Foreign Policy (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1998).; Harry G. Summers Jr, 
"The Vietnam Syndrome and the American People," Journal of American Culture 17, no. 1 (Spring, 
1994), 53; Richard A. Melanson, Reconstructing Consensus: American Foreign Policy since the 
Vietnam War (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1991); Herring, The `Vietnam Syndrome' and American 
Foreign Policy, 594; Michael T. Klare, Beyond the 'Vietnam Syndrome': U.S. Interventionism in the 
1980s (Washington, D.C.: Institute for Policy Studies, 1981). 
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when they entered the Reagan Administration in mid-level positions and defined to a 

large degree their policies when they rose to prominence under the second Bush 

Administration.30  

Another approach towards studying the influence of the Vietnam legacy on 

policymakers tends to place the process of ‘lessons learned’ in the context of modern 

myth construction.31 However, many of these works come from either cultural studies 

or memory studies, and although very insightful on the cultural impact, they are often 

only marginally interested in the influence of the legacy on foreign policy, a subfield 

in which few new insights have been offered since the works by Ernest May and 

Robert Jervis in the 1970s.32   

To come to a fuller understanding of the use of historical analogies by 

American policymakers in general and the influence of the Vietnam analogy in 

particular, this dissertation is based on theoretical concepts from two bodies of 

literature, whose intersection has been largely ignored by previous observers. The first 

is rooted in diplomatic history and political science and deals with the subjective 

elements that effect policy decisions. The second is the field of memory studies.  

When policymakers resort to drawing historical analogies in a specific 

situation, especially when they try to make use of a past they lived through 

themselves, many other factors come into play. For one, there is the concept of 

‘generation-thinking’ as described by William Strauss and Neil Howe in Generations 

(1991).33 They state that the seminal events that took place in early adulthood have a 

disproportional influence on the forming of worldview and ideals for the rest of one’s 
                                                
30 James Mann, Rise of the Vulcans: The History of Bush's War Cabinet (New York: Viking, 2004); 
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(London: Harper Perennial, 1991), 544.  
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life. The shared experience of a cataclysmic event like a war or a famine shape a 

collective memory that influences the thinking and actions of a whole generation, 

even though a uniform reaction to the event is understandably rare. A generation, 

notwithstanding the complexity of the term itself, tends to particularly notice the 

lessons of the histories of which they have a first-hand experience. In the case of 

policymakers, this generational perspective potentially clouds the use of alternative 

options available to them, and in any event shapes their perception of the problems 

that face them. For instance, many Cold Warriors shared the twin memories of the 

Depression and the Second World War, and even though these shared memories did 

not lead to an automatic consensus on the path to follow, they did influence the Cold 

Warriors’ perception of the Communist threat and of the influence of economics on 

international politics.34 We can also cite the Civil-War-veterans-turned-politicians 

who ‘waved the bloody shirt’ in political rallies, referring to both personal and 

collective memories of the Civil War.35  

In the past decades, scholars like Ole Holsti, James Rosenau, and Alexander 

George have shed light on the influence that a particular worldview has on the options 

policymakers perceive as available to them. Their studies show that government 

officials act from certain belief systems that filter the information that comes to them 

so that it tends to reinforce rather than challenge already-held beliefs. Together with 

the ground-breaking works of Akira Iriye on the effects of culturally determined 

prejudices on interstate relations, these studies form what is commonly known as the 

cognitive-process approach – or constructivist turn - in international affairs. This 

approach partly refuted the notion that decision-makers are rational individuals who 

base their actions on a balancing of interest. Instead, it showed that they are much 

more than previously recognized subject to irrational and subjective factors that are 

highly influential in the selection and evaluation of information with which they are 

confronted. The methodology they used was often a mix of history, political science, 

sociology, and psychology that proved very effective in highlighting the complexities 

of the decision-making process. The literature that specifically studies the use and 

                                                
34 See for example David Fromkin, In the Time of the Americans: FDR, Truman, Eisenhower, 
Marshall, MacArthur--the Generation that Changed America's Role in the World (New York: Random 
House, 1995). 
35 See for the Civil War example James M. Perry, Touched with Fire: Five Presidents and the Civil 
War Battles that made them (New York: PublicAffairs, 2003) ; see for a not coincidental equivalent in 
the Vietnam War generation John Wheeler, Touched with Fire: The Future of the Vietnam Generation 
(New York: F. Watts, 1984). 
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influence of historical analogies must be seen within this context of the cognitive-

process approach.  

Since the early foundations that Neustadt, May, and Jervis laid in the studies 

of historical analogies, researchers from different backgrounds have continued to 

research the phenomenon. In International Relations, it became part of the 

constructivist turn of the 1990s, but it also found a home in the interdisciplinary field 

of political psychology.36 Both International Relations and political psychology are 

dedicated to an interdisciplinary approach towards the use of historical analogies, yet 

predominately make use of the positivist scientific methods common in the social 

sciences. With regard to historical analogies, the emphasis often rests upon improving 

the analogies, or the capability of policymakers to employ them. In this respect, that 

body of literature showed much resemblance with the large number of books that tried 

to list the ‘lessons learned’ after the Vietnam War, sharing also the same drawbacks; 

the historical analogy is approached as a fixed, unambiguous fact, without regard to 

the historical process that constructed the analogy or the context in which it is applied. 

The two authors of Thinking in Time, the political scientist Richard Neustadt and 

diplomatic historian Ernest May, represented a mix between the humanities and social 

sciences, but the latter have been largely dominant in subsequent studies. In this 

dissertation, I will again emphasize the historian’s assets like context, narrative, and 

the use of primary sources over fixed theory to increase our understanding of 

historical analogies and the legacy of the Vietnam War in foreign policy.  

A second body of literature that helps to define this dissertation is provided by 

the study of memory. Emerging in the 1980s and 1990s as a new trend in cultural 

studies, a veritable ‘memory-boom’ has occurred in academia. The notion that there is 

a difference between memory and history, first noticed by Emile Halbwachs in the 

1930s but popularized by Jay Winter’s work on the remembrance of the First World 

                                                
36 A pioneer in the field stood also at the foundation of the cognitive-process approach, Ole Holsti, see 
Ole R. Holsti, Making American Foreign Policy (New York: Routledge, 2006), X, 390; Ole R. Holsti 
and James N. Rosenau, "The Structure of Foreign Policy Beliefs among American Opinion Leaders 
After the Cold War," Millennium: Journal of International Studies 22, no. 2 (1993), 235-278; Ole R. 
Holsti and James N. Rosenau, American Leadership in World Affairs: Vietnam and the Breakdown of 
Consensus (Boston: Allen & Unwin, 1984), xvi, 301. For other works, see Jessica Gienow-Hecht, 
Emotions in American History (New York: Berghahn Books, 2010); Andrew J. W. Civettini and David 
P. Redlawsk, "Voters, Emotions, and Memory," Political Psychology 30, no. 1 (2009), 125-151; 
Stanley Allen Renshon, (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1993), 376. 
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War, has inspired many historians in the last two decades.37 Mostly cultural historians 

took up the idea to explain the dynamics between the ever-complex notion of the 

historical ‘fact’ and the reconstruction of history by later generations. All forms of 

memory, as Halbwachs noted, are the result of “the act of recollecting,” and not 

impassive mental projections from a reservoir of past experiences.38 Memories are 

provoked, altered, and constructed in both conscious and subconscious ways. As they 

relate to political affairs, these reconstructions are highly influenced by contemporary 

preferences and permeate the way people remember the past and (mis)use it to their 

benefit.  

To be sure, earlier observers on the use of historical analogies in politics have 

remarked on this misapplication of history. Robert Jervis stated: “When the 

interpretation of the past is strikingly incorrect, it is likely that it was influenced by 

current preferences rather than the other way around.”39 As with other uses of history 

for political reasons, accuracy was easily sacrificed in order to use the past as a 

rhetorical device, but using the Vietnam analogy was more than just populist 

demagogy. The power that the memory of Vietnam invoked made it a very potent and 

effective rhetorical device, but it would be too easy to reduce the use of the lessons of 

Vietnam to just pragmatic considerations. If it is emotion that gives the evocation of 

the Vietnam War its power, then those who make an argument while referring back to 

Vietnam are also subject to that emotion. In that sense, persuasion and self-persuasion 

can easily go hand in hand with regard to the use of historical memory in politics. 

Researching the rhetorical power of analogies, Yuen Foong Khong made the 

distinction between ‘public’ analogies and ‘private’ analogies, and found that 

degrading the use of analogies to just political rhetoric would be a grave 

underestimation of the influence analogies, or better, memories, have on 

                                                
37 Emily S. Rosenberg, A Date which Will Live: Pearl Harbor in American Memory  
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2003), 236;, Jay Winter and Emmanuel Sivan, War and 
Remembrance in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 260; Jay 
Winter, "The Memory Boom in Contemporary Historical Studies," Raritan: A Quarterly Review 21, 
no. 1 (2001), 52-66;Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, 2003).  See for another ground-breaking work from the American perspective Michael 
Kammen, Mystic Chords of Memory: The Transformation of Tradition in Early American Culture 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1991). For the European perspective, see Aleida Assmann, Der Lange 
Schatten Der Vergangenheit: Erinnerungskultur Und Geschichtspolitik (München: Beck, 2006); Pierre 
Nora et al., eds., Les Lieux De Mémoire (Paris: Gallimard, 1984).    
38 Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory [Les cadres sociaux de la mémoire], trans. Lewis A. 
Coser (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1952/1992), 39. 
39 Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics, 226. 
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policymakers’ thinking.40 As I will argue throughout this dissertation, awareness that 

the use of historical analogies is related to how individuals and collectives remember 

the past allows for a better understanding of the high emotional value that can be 

attached to these analogies. In turn, this emotional context explains the power that 

these analogies can exert, but also the confusion they can evoke as others remember 

the past differently.  

The memory literature can provide some elegant concepts that do justice to the 

dynamics between the past and the present. Historian Marilyn B. Young has called the 

memory of Vietnam “a zone of contested meaning.”41 This fluid description brings to 

mind the concept of lieu de mémoire from the memory literature, which refers to both 

actual places and ‘places in the mind’ where the past is reconstructed. This concept 

can be useful in describing and understanding the many connotations that the war in 

Vietnam has had over the years. Moreover, it helps in explaining the dynamic 

between remembering that conflicting past, on the one hand, and formulating and 

executing new policies, on the other.   

Another aspect that is highlighted by works on memory is the notion that in a 

society, different levels of memory and remembrance exist. For this dissertation, that 

means awareness of a difference in memory on a collective national level, an 

institutional level, and a personal level. The dynamics between history, memory, and 

remembrance have been thoroughly explored in cultural and social history, but 

historian Robert D. Schulzinger made a plea for more research on the relation 

between memory and international relations in 2003: “Historians of U.S. foreign 

relations will also gain greater understanding when they study the continuing 

conversation between past and present and the role that memories play in determining 

how people conduct their affairs”.42 By viewing the urge to make use of the past 

within the context of ‘reconstructed memory,’ this dissertation will translate some of 

the findings of the cultural historians into foreign policy history.  

However, as more disciplines engaged in memory studies over the past 

decades, the field shifted from history towards social science, not unlike the study of 

historical reasoning. In that process, theories of cultural analysis and clinical 

                                                
40 Khong, Analogies at War: Korea, Munich, Dien Bien Phu, and the Vietnam Decisions of 1965, 286. 
41 Marilyn B. Young, The Vietnam Wars, 1945-1990 (New York: HarperCollins, 1991), 314. 
42  Robert D. Schulzinger, “Memory and understanding U.S. Foreign Relations,” in: Michael J. Hogan 
and Thomas G. Paterson, eds., Explaining the History of American Foreign Relations (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004). 
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approaches towards memory and trauma became prominent aspects of the field. In 

contrast to the social scientific approach, this dissertation is written from the 

historian’s perspective. It tries to excavate the dynamic of the memories of the 

Vietnam War as they relate to American foreign policy, making use of historiography, 

discourse, narrative, and primary sources.  

In addition to these two main historical traditions in International Relations 

and memory studies, a third body of literature can be taken into account, albeit of 

lesser importance: the blossoming branch of ‘popular history.’ Overlapping in some 

ways with studies of memory, popular historians point to the discrepancy between the 

findings of academic historians and what the general public perceives as history. They 

find that people not only tend to reconstruct history in accordance with their own 

beliefs, but also that they perceive history as a tool to define who they are on a 

personal level. They find that the function of history to shape their identities and to 

determine their own personal position in the world at large is far more important than 

the exploration of the past for the sake of history writing.43 Since many of the 

policymakers who make use of analogies with Vietnam can be counted as ‘general 

public’ as opposed to academic historians, the same psychological processes in using 

the past is at work in their referring to history and can therefore not be overlooked in 

coming to a better understanding of the Vietnam legacy in political and military 

decision-making. In addition, popular historians have done valuable work to define 

the channels by which people form images of history. Especially in the case of the 

Vietnam War, media has played a large role in defining the images people have of this 

particular part of history, but as the popular historians’ surveys show, family stories, 

and personal recollections as well as eye-witness accounts have a far greater impact 

on these images than do academic histories. The memories of Vietnam that 

policymakers tap into in choosing a certain course of action is in all probability 

formed by the same channels, which cannot be ignored in defining the influence of 

these memories on policymaking.   

The material that is available to the researcher of the Vietnam War and its 

legacy in memory is often abundant and diverse, if not chaotic. A huge amount of 

secondary literature is available, through which navigation is made possible by some 

                                                
43 Roy Rosenzweig and David Thelen, The Presence of the Past: Popular Uses of History in American 
Life (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998). 



 30 

excellent historiographical overviews.44 For available primary sources, I make use of 

the many memoires of policymakers in which they describe their perception of the 

Vietnam War, as well as interviews, newspaper articles, reports, and opinion polls. 

Also, the Congressional Record serves as a valuable source. Several high-level 

policymakers had been kind enough to share some of their time and insights in 

interviews with me to add to the existing record. These include former Secretary of 

State James Baker III, former National Security Advisor Anthony Lake, former U.N. 

Ambassador and Ambassador to El Salvador Thomas Pickering, former member of 

the National Security Council Roman Popadiuk, and member of the United States 

Congress and Vietnam veteran Wayne Gilchrest.  

 Another valuable source has been the discussions within the top echelons of 

foreign policymaking – transcripts from the National Security Council, meetings of 

the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and other relevant reports and documents, as found in 

Presidential Libraries, the State Department’s Ralph Bunche Library, and the National 

Security Archive at George Washington University. Also, public speeches form a 

large part of my source material, as they are a powerful tool to instruct an audience on 

the ‘right’ versions of historical memory. Of particular interest are the draft versions, 

in which officials sought the right Vietnam references to best serve their intentions. 

Also, in addition to the archives mentioned, a large number of credible and very 

useful online databases and archives have become available over the last few years. 

There are the NexisLexis databases with newspaper transcripts and copies of the 

Congressional Record, but also sites like the Digital National Security Archive 

(DNSA). The website of the Federation of American Scientists (FAS) and Yale’s 

Avalon project are goldmines of primary sources. The Ronald Reagan Presidential 

Library has placed all of the President’s speeches online, and other sources for 

studying the Reagan and other presidencies are the University of Virginia’s Miller 

Center and the American Presidency Project of the University of California, Santa 

Barbara.  

                                                
44 Anderson, "One Vietnam War should be enough and Other Reflections on Diplomatic History and 
the Making of Foreign Policy," 1-22; Hogan and Paterson, Explaining the History of American Foreign 
Relations; McMahon, "SHAFR Presidential Address - Contested Memory: The Vietnam War and 
American Society, 1975-2001," 159-184; Hess, "The Unending Debate: Historians and the Vietnam 
War," 239; Divine, "Vietnam Reconsidered," 79; George C. Herring, "America and Vietnam: The 
Debate Continues," American Historical Review 92, no. 2 (1987), 350. An indispensable source for the 
researcher of the Vietnam War is the annotated online bibliography of Edwin Moïse, 
http://www.clemson.edu/caah/history/facultypages/edmoise/bibliography.html (last accessed June 14, 
2011).  
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Over the years, the memories of the Vietnam War have become a blurry field 

where academic history, personal memory, popular culture, and national identity 

interacted to produce a mythical and symbolical framework. The many connotations 

that the war in Vietnam and its legacy have accumulated over the years have made 

this framework both ungraspable and unavoidable. Therefore, the central objective of 

this dissertation can be formulated on three levels. On a general first level, it aims to 

show how memory on national, institutional, and personal levels affects the decisions 

made by top-echelon policymakers in the realm of American foreign policy. It does so 

by making use of the complex, variable, and conflicting memories of the American 

Vietnam experience, thereby shedding light on a more specific second level at which 

American policymakers are trying to come to terms with this particularly complex 

part of their history. On the most specific third level, it critically reassesses the term 

‘Vietnam syndrome’ and explores in depth the dynamic of memories of the Vietnam 

War on certain individuals and institutions related to American foreign policy.  

The time period covered starts roughly in 1981, when Ronald Reagan becomes 

president, and stops after the Gulf War of 1991 under President George H.W. Bush. 

The international crises that I focus on are Reagan’s policies towards El Salvador and 

Nicaragua, the invasion of Grenada, and the bombing in Lebanon, as well as Bush’s 

approach towards the Gulf War and the situation in Somalia. This is not to suggest 

that the Vietnam War had no impact on foreign policy before or after that period; it 

certainly did. But it is not the aim of this dissertation to encompass all instances where 

memories of the Vietnam War played a role in foreign affairs. Rather, this study aims 

to illustrate the dynamic of memories of that war and its impact on foreign policy, for 

which a focused comparison of case studies is better suited then a chronological, 

comprehensive overview. Moreover, in the chosen period, the memories of the 

Vietnam War are in transition. Before the Reagan Administration, the Vietnam War 

was a topic so sensitive that it was rarely discussed openly. After 1980, it was 

discussed vigorously, and I will illustrate that memories of Vietnam were at times 

decisive in the perception of both the problem and the solution of foreign policy 

issues. During the 1980s Reagan popularized the term ‘Vietnam syndrome,’ which 

became a crucial term in discussions on the afterlife of the Vietnam War. After the 

Gulf War of 1991, President Bush claimed that the syndrome had been defeated, 

which makes the decade between 1981 and 1991 a good period to study the dynamics 

of the term and the memories associated with it. I include the crisis in Somalia at the 
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end to illustrate that the memories of the Vietnam War certainly were not defeated, as 

Bush was well aware of. The discussions during the Balkan crises in the 1990s and 

the 2003 invasion of Iraq obviously proved the considerable resilience of Vietnam 

memories. Nevertheless, this dissertation focuses largely on the decade of the 1980s 

as it is in that period that the memories of the Vietnam War and their impact on 

foreign policy were attended to most explicitly by the administrations, Congress, and 

the American public.      

 The following chapter will review the history and background of the term 

‘Vietnam syndrome' with a focus on its main popularizer, Ronald Reagan, after which 

Reagan’s broader perception of the Vietnam War and its meaning will be critically 

assessed. The next chapter focuses on different interpretations of the ‘lessons of 

Vietnam’ as illustrated by Reagan’s Secretary of State Alexander Haig and the U.S. 

Congress. Then, the members of Reagan’s National Security Council, most 

prominently Oliver North and Robert McFarlane, are discussed. The focus lies here 

on Central America policy during the 1980s and the Iran-Contra scandal. The fourth 

chapter centers on the Reagan Administration’s attempts to rebuild first the U.S.’s 

physical capacity to fight wars with the post-Vietnam revolution in the armed forces, 

and second its spiritual capacity to fight by rebuilding a clear image of ‘the enemy’ 

with the general public. Both efforts occurred in the 1980s under Reagan, but are 

instrumental in explaining the successes of the Gulf War of 1991, on which the last 

two chapters focus. First, the Vietnam War that Colin Powell remembers is a central 

theme, as well as the many ‘lessons learned’ that influenced the perception and 

conduct of that war. Then follows an analysis of George H. W. Bush’s administration 

and his perception of the Vietnam War and its legacy. I will also demonstrate that 

despite Bush’s expressed wish to defeat the Vietnam syndrome “once and for all,” the 

memories of Vietnam were certainly not defeated and that Bush was well aware of 

that fact. Throughout the chapters, it will become clear how during the presidencies of 

Reagan and Bush, the term ‘Vietnam syndrome’ and the memories of the war itself 

were debated, contested, and institutionalized. These interactions did not result in any 

consensus on the ‘right’ way to remember the Vietnam War or which lessons it 

supposedly taught, yet the dynamics of memory influenced the foreign policies of 

both presidents to a considerable degree. 

 In my approach towards the available material, I have been inspired by 

Graham Allison’s Essence of Decision, in which he focused not only on the role of the 
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president, but also on his advisors and the interaction with the general public to 

explain the different factors that influence decision-making at the top level.45 All 

chapters deal with an individual, institutional, or collective form of memory of the 

Vietnam War – sometimes all three, and sometimes a combination of two of the 

forms– and their relation to foreign policy decisions. Guiding questions in all chapters 

include: What does a reference to the Vietnam War mean in a particular context? 

What are the factors that determine that meaning? How does that reference influence 

the foreign policy process? 

 My usage of the terms individual, institutional, and collective memory needs 

some clarification, as the terms are contested within the field of memory studies. As it 

is not my intention to research these three concepts of memory as such, but rather use 

them as tools to elucidate the relationship between memory and foreign policy, I will 

briefly describe what I mean by each term within this dissertation based mainly on 

definitions formulated by historian Aleida Assmann.46  

Individual memories are located within the mind of each person, but through a 

process that entails recollection and assimilation, can be externalized and encoded 

into language. Once conveyed, these individual memories can be shared with others, 

which may trigger confirmation, but also correction and dispute. In fact, an individual 

may take possible alternative memories and interpretations of the past into account 

before the initial process of recollection takes place. In that sense, an individual 

memory consists of more ingredients than only strictly personal experiences, or, in the 

words of Aleida Assmann: “Our personal memories include much more than what we, 

as individuals, have ourselves experienced.”47 That observation is relevant to take into 

account when dealing with individual memories of a past as contested as the Vietnam 

War. When I use the term individual memory in this dissertation, I mean the 

externalized memory of one person, without excluding the mediation and influence 

from outside factors on that memory.  

                                                
45 Graham T. Allison, Essence of Decision : Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis ([S.l.]: Harper 
Collins, 1971). 
46 The working definitions that I put forward in the following paragraphs are based on discussions 
about the theoretical framework among the most prominent scholars of the field; Aleida Assmann, Jay 
Winter, Reinhart Koselleck, and Susan Sontag, as published in Karin Tilmans, Frank van Vree and J. 
M. Winter, eds., Performing the Past: Memory, History, and Identity in Modern Europe (Amsterdam: 
Amsterdam University Press, 2010) , in particular chapter 2: Aleida Assmann, “Re-framing memory. 
Between individual and collective forms of constructing the past,” in: Ibid., 35-50   
47 Aleida Assmann, “Re-framing memory. Between individual and collective forms of constructing the 
past,” in: Ibid., 40 
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The term institutional memory is complicated because an institution does not 

have a neurological system that allows it to ‘have’ a memory. Nevertheless, 

institutions like Congress, the United States Army, or the State Department create 

their memory as part of their institutional identity through oft-noted signposts of 

memory like publications and memorials, but also through doctrines, voting behavior, 

and the codification of regulations. While the term institutional memory may be 

insufficient as an analytical term to precisely describe overlapping aspects of cultural, 

political, or social memory, it is very useful within the context of this dissertation. 

Here, institutional memory encompasses those interpretations of the Vietnam War 

that led to ‘lessons learned’ that apply to the functioning of the institution. That 

institutional memory can contain the power to influence the behavior of those 

institutions, just as memories affect the conduct of individuals. That is particularly the 

case when a certain memory becomes ‘institutionalized,’ meaning codified or 

otherwise written into the fabric of the institution to ensure that the memory is not 

forgotten as, for instance, when new laws, doctrines, or regulations are formulated. 

The term collective memory is even more complex and its very existence is 

contested by prominent memory-scholars like Jay Winter and Reinhart Koselleck. In 

their view, collective memory would only be a substitute term for ideology or 

identity, for instance. However vague the term may be, I agree with Aleida Assmann 

and David Ryan that the notion of collective memory can be useful, and can differ 

from ideology or identity. Most importantly, one should realize that the term should 

not mean the collective – as in all of humanity. Instead, it points to the existence of 

memories within a collective. Examples of such collectives could be generations, 

Vietnam veterans, journalists, diplomats, or even that collective we call ‘public 

opinion’ – collectives whose perception of the Vietnam War does not necessarily 

result in, or constitute, a shared ideology or identity – although their perception of the 

Vietnam War can be a part of their ideology or identity.  

To be sure, the boundaries between the three forms of memory that I employ 

in this dissertation are blurry and allow for considerable overlap. After all, the 

institutional memory is the memory of a collective as well, yet is treated as a separate 

category. The logic of this order stems from the questions I address in this 

dissertation, which focuses on foreign policy. My approach towards the process of 

foreign policymaking is that it is influenced by individuals (the president and his 

administration), institutions (Congress and departments) and a residual category of 
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different collectives: ‘public opinion’, ‘the media’, ‘the baby-boom generation’, etc. 

As these collectives are complex, yet also generally accepted terms, the quotation 

marks are added here only in the introduction.     

I would like to add a final note on truthfulness. As noted before, remembering 

can also be described as recollecting – actively re-collecting elements of the past to 

create an image of it in the present. That process is subject to mediation, assimilation, 

and manipulation, which implies that the end-product is a fabrication, a fake. That is 

certainly true, but might also apply to everything humans perceive. Moreover, the 

lack of objectivity in memories is often not experienced as a problem by those who 

remember or recollect. Considerable emotional value is attached to memories, 

obviously. While the memory may be a distortion of the past ‘as it really was,’ it is 

the constructed memory that holds the power in the present. That power influences the 

conduct of foreign policy. In this dissertation, I would like to shed light on the 

dynamic of that influence and not be a referee on the truthfulness of memories of the 

Vietnam War or weigh the merits of particular ‘lessons learned.’ 

 

The historian Peter Burke observed in 1989 that “both history and memory are 

becoming increasingly problematic (…) Neither memories nor histories seem 

objective any longer.”48 When these memories form the basis of new doctrines or 

strategies, it further complicates the understanding of the way policy is shaped. 

‘Rational actors,’ if they ever existed, become relics of the past, when socially and 

politically constructed versions of history cloud the ideas about both the present and 

the future.  

 This dissertation intends to shed light on the complexities that historical 

reasoning brings to the construction of U.S. foreign policy. It makes use of the 

contested legacy of the Vietnam War to illustrate the influence of memory on the 

perception of possibilities and impossibilities in the realm of international relations. 

Historical reasoning, the concept of memory, and the uses of the past by non-

academics have all received attention by prominent scholars, but the relationship 

between them deserves more attention.  

                                                
48 Peter Burke, “History as a Social Memory,” in: Thomas Butler, ed., Memory, History, Culture, and 
the Mind (London: Blackwell, 1989), 97-98.  
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 Friedrich Nietzsche stated: “Only that which never stops hurting remains in 

memory.”49 The Vietnam War is undoubtedly one of the more painful periods in 

recent American history. Everybody who experienced it felt that pain, and those who 

were born after the war can at least relate to the pain through stories, images, and 

sometimes just the presence of others who lived through the period. Its memory is 

powerful, but unstable. It will never go away, but it also will never stay the same. The 

history of the Vietnam War, shaped and transformed by the dynamics of memory, will 

continue to inform policymakers for a long time to come.  

                                                
49 Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche, The Genealogy of Morals, ed. Horace Barnett Samuel (Stilwell, KS: 
Digireads.com Publishing, 2007), 37. 
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1.	  Reagan’s	  Vietnam	  
 

Ronald Reagan is credited by his conservative supporters with single-handedly 

altering American perceptions on the Vietnam War from ‘tragedy’ to ‘noble cause’, 

and for restoring pride to a nation suffering from the war’s legacy.1 In contrast, 

Reagan’s critics denounce his often inaccurate approach towards history in general 

and the Vietnam War in particular as ‘historyonics’. To ridicule the president they list 

his flawed analogies alongside other peculiarities like his preference for movies over 

dossiers, his tendency to take frequent naps under any circumstances, and his worries 

about an alien attack.2 While Reagan’s critics rightly point to the flaws in his 

presentations of the past, they often overlook the fact that the truthfulness of his 

version of history is less important than the power it can exert. Given his position as 

president and commander in chief, it was Reagan’s history that had a greater influence 

on foreign policy decisions than did the more objective assessments of professional 

historians.  

 Ever since the Vietnam War, Reagan made an effort to persuade others of 

what he saw as the correct interpretation of that war. As president, he turned that 

effort into a matter of national security, as he tried to overcome the so-called 

‘Vietnam syndrome’ and free American foreign policy from what he, and other 

conservatives, perceived as negative after-effects of the Vietnam War. That effort has 

been often noted in publications by prominent scholars like James Patterson, Gary 

Wills, Robert Mann, and Lou Cannon, but the term ‘Vietnam syndrome’, as well as 

Reagan’s references to the Vietnam War throughout his professional life, has not been 

closely researched.3 As I will demonstrate, a closer look at these references clarifies 

                                                
1 Interview by the author with James A. Baker III, February 12, 2007, but there is a considerable 
hagiography on Reagan that repeats this interpretation. See for instance Dinesh D'Souza, Ronald 
Reagan: How an Ordinary Man Became an Extraordinary Leader (New York: Simon & Schuster, 
1999) ; Andrew E. Busch, Ronald Reagan and the Architecture of American Freedom (Lanham, MD: 
Rowman & Littlefield, 2001); William E. Pemberton, Exit with Honor: The Life and Presidency of 
Ronald Reagan (Armonk, N.Y.: M.E. Sharpe, 1997). See also the careful critique on Reagan 
hagiography published by Matthew Dallek,	  Justin Elliott, Steve Kornacki, Andrew Leonard, Gene 
Lyons, Alex Pareene, and Joan Walsh on the website of Salon magazine, 
http://www.salon.com/news/politics/war_room/2011/02/03/real_reagan_intro/index.html  (last 
accessed June14, 2011).  
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not only Reagan’s understanding of the Vietnam War and its subsequent ‘syndrome’ 

but also explains why his efforts to liberate American foreign policy from the burden 

of Vietnam initially failed for reasons he did not expect.  

 After a brief introduction on the impact of the Vietnam War before the Reagan 

presidency, this chapter addresses the question: What did Ronald Reagan mean when 

he referred to the Vietnam War? That issue also includes the clarification of a related 

topic: his interpretation and use of the term ‘Vietnam syndrome.’ Reagan popularized 

the term and tried to instruct his audience on its meaning. While this instruction was 

only partly successful due to the existence of different memories of the Vietnam War, 

the term would frequently resurface in many foreign policy debates for years to come. 

The actual impact of Reagan’s interpretation of the Vietnam War on his foreign 

policy will be the topic of subsequent chapters. 

 I will demonstrate how crucial aspects of ‘Reagan’s Vietnam’ differed from 

the ‘Vietnam’ of many others. Reagan opened up the public debate on the Vietnam 

War, for which he received praise from those Americans who did not felt 

acknowledged in the debate thus far. Yet the rhetorical skills of ‘The Great 

Communicator’ could not prevent fundamental misunderstandings from emerging in 

that debate, in part because he was unaware of their existence. These 

misunderstandings left him unable to successfully manage the debate on Vietnam that 

he had instigated.  

Three fundamental misunderstandings plagued his attempts to alter the 

collective memories of the Vietnam War. First, Reagan’s interpretation of Vietnam 

flowed from his understanding of the Second World War and the Korean War, which 

he had experienced very consciously - although from the home-front. However, of 

those Americans eligible to vote in 1980, 57 percent had been under 15 years old, or 

not yet born, when the Korean War began.4 They formed their dominant memories 

and opinions during the Vietnam War - a substantial difference. Second, and related, 

Reagan placed his observations on the Vietnam War within an already existing, 

distinct framework of opinions on the exceptionalism of American foreign policy. 

That framework was characterized by unambiguous anti-communism and patriotism, 

                                                                                                                                       
War (New York: Viking, 2009); Sean Wilentz, "Sunset in America," New Republic 238, no. 8 (2008), 
24-26; Gil Troy, Morning in America: How Ronald Reagan Invented the 1980s (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2005). 
4 See for the 1981 U.S. Census report http://www2.census.gov/prod2/statcomp/documents/1981-02.pdf, 
see page 27 for the statistics on age.   
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the belief that foreign affairs should be guided by morality, and that American ideals 

should be shared with the rest of the world. In contrast, those who formed their 

opinions on foreign policy in the 1960s and 1970s did so in an environment in which 

all of Reagan’s firmly held beliefs were constantly challenged and questioned. 

Reagan’s plain and simple logic on foreign policy explained in part his popularity, but 

it has always been among the most controversial aspects of his presidency as well. 

Lastly, Reagan’s personal memories of the Vietnam War – or actually the lack thereof 

- allowed him to be relatively detached from the topic and employ it as a politically 

useful narrative. As a result, he failed to understand the depth of the emotions and 

confusion that were a fundamental part of the collective memories of the Vietnam 

War.   

 

The legacy of the Vietnam War did not wait until the Reagan presidency to cast its 

shadow over foreign policy. The memories of the Vietnam War were implicitly and 

explicitly present in the White House, the State Department, and the Pentagon from 

the first day after the embarrassing evacuation of Saigon on April 30th, 1975. The 

general consensus holds that the effects of that legacy were to exercise a constraint on 

foreign policy for several decades.5 Yet the first American military operation after the 

Vietnam War illustrates an opposite effect as well – the desire to act forcefully and 

decisively in order to regain the credibility and prestige that was lost in Vietnam. 

On 12 May 1975, two weeks after the Americans left Saigon in 1975, the U.S. 

merchant ship SS Mayaguez was attacked and seized in the Gulf of Siam by a small 

party of Cambodian Khmer Rouge fighters. Republican president Gerald Ford and his 

secretary of state Henry Kissinger immediately decided that this was a provocation 

aimed against American credibility. Confronted with the Mayaguez crisis, the 

administration felt the eyes of both allies and enemies upon them in handling the 

situation. As Vice President Rockefeller stated: “I don’t think the freighter is the 

                                                
5 This element of constraint is the main thesis in Patrick Hagopian, The Vietnam War in American 
Memory: Veterans, Memorials, and the Politics of Healing (Amherst, MA: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 2009); Robert Kendall Brigham, Iraq, Vietnam and the Limits of American Power 
(New York: PublicAffairs, 2008); Richard A. Melanson, American Foreign Policy since the Vietnam 
War: The Search for Consensus from Richard Nixon to George W. Bush (Armonk, N.Y.: Sharpe, 
2005); Derek Neal Buckaloo, "Fighting the Last War: The 'Vietnam Syndrome' as a Constraint on U.S. 
Foreign Policy, 1975–1991" (PhD, Emory University); Earl C. Ravenal, Never again: Learning from 
America's Foreign Policy Failures (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1978), 153; Anthony Lake 
and David M. Abshire, The Vietnam Legacy: The War, American Society, and the Future of American 
Foreign Policy (New York: New York University Press, 1976), 440.  
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issue. The issue is how we respond”. All agreed that the response should be swift and 

be used as an opportunity to showcase American force. It was eventually decided to 

invade the island where the crew was being held with an overwhelming force of 

Marines.6  

 The Mayaguez crisis started in fact as an uncoordinated act of piracy but was 

quickly perceived by the Americans through the lens of recent memories of the 

Vietnam War. These memories dictated how policymakers interpreted the situation 

and how they responded – not with caution and restraint, but with overwhelming force 

to ensure the liberation of the Mayaguez crew.7 Moderation did play a role in other 

crises – Ford’s desire to aid insurgencies in Angola, for instance, before being stopped 

by Congress. As a Congressman in the 1960s, Ford criticized Johnson’s Vietnam War 

policy for “not fighting the war vigorously enough.”8 The way the war ended only 

reinforced his ideas about the necessity of assuming a powerful stance in foreign 

policy. The constraining factor came from Congress.  

 Ford’s Democratic successor Jimmy Carter believed that constraint should be 

partly self-imposed, and his emphasis on human rights issues in foreign policy was to 

a certain extent born out of his ideas on the Vietnam War.9 Carter publicly stated 

repeatedly, while referring to the Vietnam experience, that he renounced mingling in 

the ‘internal affairs’ of other nations. Nevertheless, when challenges were presented, 

he did not shy away from using force. He approved a dangerous rescue mission to 

resolve the Iranian hostage crisis of 1979, and the dramatic failure of the liberation 

attempt does not take away from the fact that Carter was willing to employ the only 

probable military option available to him. Moreover, Carter increased military 

                                                
6 Buckaloo, Fighting the Last War: The 'Vietnam Syndrome' as a Constraint on U.S. Foreign Policy, 
1975–1991; Ralph Wetterhahn, The Last Battle: The Mayaguez Incident and the End of the Vietnam 
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Battle of Koh Tang (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1995),; Chris Lamb, "Belief 
Systems and Decision Making in the 'Mayaguez' Crisis," Political Science Quarterly 99, no. 4 (1984), 
681.  
7 In the execution of the operation, much went wrong, and 41 Marines were killed and 50 were 
wounded. Although the event was completely unrelated to any Vietnamese actions, the casualties are 
the last men listed on the Vietnam War memorial in Washington D.C., making explicit the link to the 
Vietnam conflict.  
8 John Robert Greene, The Presidency of Gerald R. Ford (Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 
1995), 5. 
9  Jimmy Carter, “Commencement speech at Notre Dame University,” May 22, 1977, published on the 
website of The American Presidency Project at the University of California, Santa Barbara,  
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=7552#axzz1PSEbutYw  (last accessed June 14, 
2011). See also Buckaloo, Fighting the Last War: The 'Vietnam Syndrome' as a Constraint on U.S. 
Foreign Policy, 1975–1991, 110 
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involvement in Central America and, during his last year in office, increased the 

defense budget considerably. Both actions remained relatively underrated aspects of 

his foreign policy until recently.10  

Yet while the actual restraint that the Vietnam experience exerted on Carter’s 

policies remained limited in practice, the awareness that members of the 

administration operated within their individual, as well as the collective memories of 

Vietnam was constantly present. As his speechwriter James Fallows wrote:  

 

"History", for Carter and those closest to him, consisted of Vietnam 
and Watergate: if they could avoid the errors, as commonly 
understood, of those two episodes, they would score well. No military 
interventions, no dirty tricks, no tape recorders on the premises, and no 
"isolation" of the President.11 
 

Foreign policy specialist Richard Melanson conducted many interviews with senior- 

and middle-level policymakers from the Carter administration and concluded:  

 

These policymakers had in varying measures been profoundly 
wounded by their Vietnam experiences, and were extremely wary of 
making decisions that would suck the United States into other 
quagmires, but wished to carve out a constructive role for America in 
the post-Vietnam world that would mesh its unique strengths and 
experiences with new global realities.12  
 

The desire to demonstrate America’s strength was mixed with the memory 

that military power had been misused during the Vietnam War and had to be applied 

very cautiously. The ensuing effect on foreign policy of those conflicting sentiments 

was, logically, mixed as well: there was much internal discussion about the ‘right 

lessons’ of Vietnam and there was also a softer approach in public speeches. 

However, at the same time the Carter administration wanted to employ sufficient 

force to avoid the perception of their policies as ‘weak’ or lacking ‘credibility’ 

towards the allies in the Cold War. 

                                                
10 David J. Rothkopf, Running the World: The Inside Story of the National Security Council and the 
Architects of American Power (New York: PublicAffairs, 2005), 208-210; Greg Grandin, Empire's 
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Metropolitan Books, 2006), 66. 
11 Melanson, American Foreign Policy since the Vietnam War: The Search for Consensus from Richard 
Nixon to George W. Bush, 94. 
12 Ibid., 99. 
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Despite these efforts, Carter’s actions in international politics are generally 

seen as weak and his legacy is overshadowed by his inability to resolve the Iranian 

hostage crisis. However, that perception of weakness is closely linked to Reagan’s 

successful presidential campaign that capitalized on Carter’s indecisive demeanor 

regarding the hostages. The appearance of weakness is also magnified when 

contrasted with Reagan’s more appealing instructions on how to remember the 

Vietnam War, to which I shall now turn.  

 

Reagan viewed the Vietnam War within a mental framework based on two principal 

historical analogies: the Korean War and World War Two. However, underneath the 

memories he formed of these two events lay his intense, personal distaste for 

communism and totalitarianism. That distaste was formed by personal experience 

during his Hollywood years, which needs to be briefly addressed first.    

In his years as an actor, Reagan was a Democrat. However, his rise on the 

social ladder in Hollywood coincided with his alienation from Democratic policies. 

He served as president of the Screen Actors Guild in the late 1940s and early 1950s, a 

period of bitter disputes over communist influence in Hollywood. Reagan took part in 

those disputes as he negotiated with unions over labor strikes and worker’s rights. 

These complicated meetings with communist- and Old Left leaders engrained a 

profound distrust that stayed with Reagan throughout his life. As acclaimed journalist 

James Mann described in The Rebellion of Ronald Reagan: 

 

Anticommunism for Reagan, then, was not primarily foreign policy or 
geopolitics; it was personal and moralistic in nature, driven by his 
experiences with people he considered sophisticated and devious, who 
did not abide by the small-town Midwestern values he had absorbed in 
his youth.13 

 

Reagan’s experiences with communism during his Hollywood years left a powerful 

personal memory that helps explain the intensity and moralism with which he 

approached foreign policy later.14 

                                                
13 Mann, The Rebellion of Ronald Reagan: A History of the End of the Cold War, 18 
14 In addition to James Mann’s assessment in 2009, the personal element of Reagan’s anticommunism 
was mentioned in perhaps his first national profile in 1965, in Leo Litwak, “The Ronald Reagan Story; 
Or, Tom Sawyer Enters Politics,” The New York Times, November 14, 1965, p. SM46.  
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 Democratic President Harry Truman’s powerful stance against communism in 

the immediate post-war years earned Reagan’s considerable admiration. Yet the 

president’s handling of the Korean War alienated Reagan and moved him to transfer 

his allegiance to the Republicans.  

The Korean War symbolized to Reagan two principal lessons: on the 

appropriate relationship between civilians and the military, and on the moral 

responsibility to support American soldiers sent into war. In 1951, when General 

Douglas MacArthur strongly advocated the use of tactical nuclear weapons during the 

Korean War, he clashed heavily with President Truman. The conflict turned into a 

public defiance of presidential authority and civilian oversight of the military, giving 

MacArthur an enormous boost in popularity because of his strong-willed militaristic 

stance against Asian communists. Truman survived the challenge to his authority and 

fired MacArthur, but his refusal to act more aggressively in Korea convinced foreign 

policy hardliners like Reagan that Truman had not ‘allowed’ the military to win 

convincingly. To underscore that element of the conflict, Ronald Reagan 

consequently affixed the Korean War with the epithet ‘our first no-win war’ in his 

speeches, adding on one occasion in 1980 the sentence: “A portent of much that has 

happened since.”15 He suggested that the faults of the Vietnam War had actually been 

preceded by the faults of the Korean War. If only President Truman had left the 

conduct of that war to the generals, the Vietnam War would not have been necessary 

at all, Reagan implied.  

Reagan wrote in his memoirs in 1991:  

the only thing that kept Harry Truman from real greatness was his decision 
not to completely back General Douglas MacArthur and win the Korean 
War. I think, as MacArthur did, that if we as a nation send our soldiers 
abroad to get shot at, we have a moral responsibility to do everything [italics 
in original] we can to win the war we put them in. I’ll never forget one 
prophetic remark by MacArthur: “If we don’t win this war in Korea, we’ll 
have to fight another war – this time in a place called Vietnam”…. How right 
he was.16  

 

                                                
15 Ronald Reagan et al., Reagan, in His Own Hand (New York: Free Press, 2001), 482, See for the full 
text of the August 18, 1980 speech the publication at the Reagan Library website; 
http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/reference/8.18.80.html (last accessed 14 June, 2011).  
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York: Simon and Schuster, 1990), 133. 
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Reagan gave no source for what historian Lou Cannon called “this unlikely 

quotation,” and it is unclear whether MacArthur actually ever uttered these words.17  

There are no sources available describing Reagan’s ideas on the Korean War 

that were documented prior to the Vietnam War, which makes it impossible to verify 

whether the memory of Korea shaped Reagan’s memory of Vietnam or, with 

hindsight, vice versa. Nevertheless, an argument that suggests the former is given by a 

1967 interview with Reagan on Lyndon Johnson’s policies, in which he specifically 

mentioned the Korean analogy.  In 1967, when President Johnson attempted to de-

escalate the Vietnam War by ordering bombing pauses and negotiation attempts, 

Reagan insisted on a policy “aimed at victory as quickly as possible,” using the “full 

resources” to support American military forces. Also, he reminded the Johnson 

administration of the obligation “to use our great technology and our great 

knowledge” to win the war in Vietnam as quickly as possible.18 With MacArthur in 

Korea in mind, he deliberately left open the possibility of using nuclear weapons, 

stating that: “The last person in the world that should be told we won’t use them is the 

enemy in Vietnam. They ought to go to bed every night thinking we will.”19 Six 

months later, he referred specifically to the situation in Korea, reminding the public 

that “the Chinese Communists refused to negotiate during the Korean War until word 

was leaked through neutral sources that the United States was considering the use of 

atomic weapons.”20 Reagan was not advocating the actual use of nuclear weapons but 

only the political will to use them as a credible threat to the enemy.  

Several aspects of Reagan’s references that allude to the Korean War are 

derived from the other central historical analogy that informed him: the Second World 

War. On an abstract level, the American victory in 1945 was conceived as 

epitomizing the omnipotence of the United States, the victory of democracy over 

totalitarianism. It supposedly represented not only victory in war but also the 

inevitable triumph of ‘American exceptionalism’ and ‘Manifest Destiny.’ Reagan was 

                                                
17 Lou Cannon and Carl M. Cannon, Reagan's Disciple: George W. Bush's Troubled Quest for a 
Presidential Legacy (New York: PublicAffairs / Perseus Books, 2008), 115. 
18 Warren Weaver, “Reagan Wins Cheers in Omaha Again,” The New York Times, June 25, 1967, p. 40. 
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20 Anonymous reporter, “Reagan Urges Escalation to Win the War ‘Quickly’,” The New York Times, 
September 13, 1967, p. 5. 
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certainly not alone in his belief that the United States could beat any country, if only it 

were dedicated to the task, based on its complete victories over Germany and Japan.21    

Reagan’s foreign policy vision was infused by this American ‘can-do’ spirit. 

When a reporter asked him in 1965 what he thought about the prospects of the war in 

Vietnam, he replied: “It’s silly talking about how many years we will have to spend in 

the jungles of Vietnam when we could pave the whole country and put parking stripes 

on it and still be home by Christmas.”22 Reagan used even blunter terms on another 

occasion when he said: “My theory of how the Cold War ends is: We win, they 

lose.”23 Statements like these exemplify Reagan’s rhetoric and core foreign policy 

beliefs and were as much ridiculed as dangerously naïve by his critics as they were 

praised for their inspired simplicity by his admirers.   

On a more concrete level, the memories of World War Two taught the so-

called ‘lesson of Munich.’ This lesson refers to Neville Chamberlain’s appeasement 

of Hitler at the Munich conference of 1938, which allowed Hitler to annex 

Czechoslovakia’s Sudetenland, in the hope of avoiding war with Germany.24 The 

negotiations at Munich became the most dominant historical analogy of the post-war 

years, instructing policymakers that dictators listened only to force, not words. The 

influence of that analogy on politicians has been convincingly argued in numerous 

studies.25  
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Richardson, "New Perspectives on Appeasement: Some Implications for International Relations," 
World Politics: A Quarterly Journal of International Relations 40, no. 3 (1988), 289-316. For the main 
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Richard Gott, The Appeasers (London: Phoenix Press, 2000). 
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For one, it informed Ronald Reagan: When he was asked in 1965 about the 

prospects of negotiations in Vietnam, his reply reflected a ‘post-Munich’ mindset: 

“What is there to negotiate? The enemy [in Vietnam] must get absolutely no gain and 

probably we should insist on restitution for his aggression so he will learn aggression 

does not pay.”26 Again, Reagan was certainly not alone in appealing to the popular 

memory of the Munich conference and its perceived lessons on appeasement as a 

frame to understand the Vietnam War. In fact, the Johnson administration released a 

series of films in 1965 to explain the conflict in Vietnam that showed images of Hitler 

and Mussolini arriving in Munich with Chamberlain next to Nazi flags. The voice-

over repeated Chamberlain’s message: “Peace in our time,” but added “- a shortcut to 

disaster.” After those images, the conflict with Hanoi was addressed.27    

The theme of appeasement is also prominent in Reagan’s first political 

appearance on national television: his endorsement of Republican hard-liner Barry 

Goldwater in 1964. In that speech, generally known as “A Time for Choosing” but 

called simply “The Speech” by his admirers, Reagan spelled out the fundaments of his 

political thoughts that he had been refining for audiences for almost a decade.28 He 

talked about the ever-present threat from the communist world and the moral 

necessity to stand up against that threat in defense of freedom. In the closing part, 

titled “Appeasement or courage?” Reagan pointed his finger at the Democrats, 

claiming “that their policy of accommodation is appeasement, and appeasement does 

not give you a choice between peace and war, only between fight and surrender.” If 

the approach of Democrats did not result in a physical surrender, it could be 

considered at least a moral surrender since it led to “selling into permanent slavery 

our fellow human beings enslaved behind the Iron Curtain, to tell them to give up 

their hope of freedom because we are ready to make a deal with their slave masters.”29 
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Thus to preserve the peace in a morally correct way one had to act forcefully against 

the evil of communism. Reagan would later tone this type of bellicose talk down to 

the stance that the United States at least had to show the willingness to fight, coined in 

the 1980 campaign theme “peace through strength.”   

 Barry Goldwater lost the 1964 election overwhelmingly, but Reagan gained 

considerable national popularity due to his endorsement. In 1967, he participated in 

the presidential primaries himself and applied the theme of “peace through strength,” 

not yet an official slogan of the campaign, to the Vietnam War. On March 2, 1967, he 

told an audience: “Any cause worth fighting for is a cause worth winning,” referring 

to the need to use more military power in Vietnam.30 In the end, too many possible 

voters criticized Reagan for his militant views on Vietnam. Even though Reagan 

alternated his hard words with soft proposals, many felt he was too closely associated 

with the views of Barry Goldwater, whose hard-line foreign policy views were often 

seen as a threat to world peace.31 But as the electorate eventually chose Richard 

Nixon in 1968, Reagan’s performance in the primaries earned him the support of 

many conservatives who helped him win in 1980, when he officially adopted the 

campaign slogan “peace through strength.” 

 

Framing	  the	  preferred	  script	  

Continuing to place the Vietnam War within the framework of anti-appeasement, 

morality, and American strength, Ronald Reagan maintained his own interpretation of 

the Vietnam War throughout the post-war years. To many Americans, the Vietnam 

War challenged not only the soundness and validity of American intervention in Asia 

but also the notion of American exceptionalism in foreign policy. Yet Reagan’s 

perception of the conflict remained consistent. With notable disregard for the facts, he 

continued to rewrite the history of the Vietnam War in order to make it fit his 

template of foreign policy and the image of America that followed from it.  

 Such rewriting of history often took the form of Reagan reminding his 

audience of what he believed to be the real history and giving instructions on how to 

remember. In 1972, when Nixon was pressing hard for a negotiated settlement in 
                                                
30 James Wrightson, “Reagan Steals Play in National Debut,” The Sacramento Bee, March 2, 1967, as 
cited in Lou Cannon, President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1991), 
231. 
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Vietnam, Reagan wrote an article for The New York Times titled “Journey for Peace.” 

He vigorously defended Nixon’s policies, ridiculed peace-protesters and scoffed at 

“the singular lack of historical knowledge of those who tell us that the best way to 

preserve peace and freedom is to throw away our weapons and turn our backs upon 

our armed aggressors.” He depicted the conflict in clear black-and-white terms, with 

the North Vietnamese as untrustworthy, tyrannical, and on a “campaign of terror and 

murder,” while Nixon was acting “swiftly and courageously” as the protector of small 

nations and supporter of those who suffered “so that others can live as free men.”32  

 As Reagan wrote in the article, it was also “particularly disturbing” that:  

 
so many of our young men have been so tragically misinformed about 
Vietnam, its history, the events leading to our involvement there, and the 
efforts that President Nixon has made to end that involvement without 
abandoning our men, our allies and our national honor.  
 

Therefore, he continued, “North Vietnam has blatantly violated the Geneva Accords 

of 1954.” The United States had not signed this agreement because “the Reds” would 

not allow free elections, according to Reagan.33  

Actually, as a vast majority of documentary evidence makes clear, North 

Vietnam did violate parts of the Geneva Accords of 1954 but only after America and 

its allies did so. In fact, the North Vietnamese welcomed free elections in 1954 

because even President Eisenhower expected the very popular communist leader Ho 

Chi Minh to receive 80 percent of the vote. As a result of that assessment, numerous 

American covert actions manipulated elections in both North and South Vietnam and 

violated the Geneva Accords also with the only slightly veiled incorporation of South 

Vietnam into the military alliance of SEATO.34 

 Reagan’s concern for open and free elections in Vietnam had proven to be 

susceptible to more flawed historical analogies only eight months earlier. After being 

sent on a trip to South Vietnam by Nixon, Reagan defended the corrupted elections in 

South Vietnam, in which the American-supported Nguyen Van Thieu was the only 

candidate. Referring to the elections as a “referendum,” he said that “Thieu’s victory 

was much like that of George Washington’s, who had also run unopposed in his first 
                                                
32 All citations taken from; Ronald Reagan, “Journey for peace,” The New York Times, June 16, 1972, 
p. 39. 
33 Ibidem. 
34 See for the covert actions after the Geneva Accords and Eisenhower’s assessment Marilyn B. Young, 
The Vietnam Wars, 1945-1990 (New York: HarperCollins, 1991), 43-50; Herring, America's Longest 
War: The United States and Vietnam, 1950 - 1975, 54-58. 
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Presidential campaign.” To Reagan, the elections did not invalidate American goals in 

Vietnam since “from all I’ve seen, on our side we are fighting for freedom and the 

dignity of men, not totalitarianism.”35  

 After the fall of Saigon in 1975, Reagan continued to instruct on what he saw 

as the proper way of remembering Vietnamese history. Using his weekly radio 

address as governor of California to air his ideas on domestic and foreign policy, he 

vehemently opposed the normalization of relations between the United States and 

Vietnam in the late 1970s. On November 30, 1976, Reagan responded to an Eastern 

European statement in the United Nations on the “legitimate government of 

Vietnam.” Reagan told his radio audience:  

 

If someone invades your home carrying a big club, subdues you and 
locks you in a closet and squats in your living room, does he become a 
legitimate owner of your home? The North Vietnamese conquered 
South Vietnam by force of arms. This was no civil war [emphasis in 
original]. They have been separate nations for 2000 years. Now they 
hold a nation captive just as the Soviet Union holds the countries of 
Central and Eastern Europe captive.36  

 

The claim that two separate Vietnams had existed for 2000 years was historically 

inaccurate, and the parallel with Eastern and Central Europe represented an 

unattainable comparison. Indeed, Vietnam had been divided into several provinces for 

many centuries, yet it had also had an identifiable unity. More importantly, the 

different provinces and regions never matched the division at the 17th parallel between 

North and South Vietnam that had been artificially designed at the Geneva conference 

of 1954 and had no historical precedent. Moreover, given the relative unity in 

ethnicity, language, and shared historical experience of the Vietnamese, the 

comparison with the Soviet Union and its European satellites could relate only to a 

similarity in communist expansion, while ignoring many relevant differences.37   

                                                
35 Fox Butterfield, “Reagan Meets Thieu in Saigon and Defends One-Man Race,” The New York Times, 
October 16, 1971, p. 5. See for some Americans drawing an opposite analogy, calling not Thieu but Ho 
Chi Minh the George Washington of Vietnam, the documentary by Emile de Antonio, In the Year of 
the Pig (1968) 101 min.  
36 Reagan et al., Reagan, in His Own Hand, 135. 
37 Amongst scholars of the Vietnam War these facts are not contested. See for a condensed background 
of Vietnamese history prior to colonization James Stuart Olson and Randy Roberts, Where the Domino 
Fell (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2008), 1-18. 
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In another radio address on January 9, 1978, Reagan partly repeated his 

version of history but added a jab at the American government for not being decisive 

enough. Reagan explained:  

 

The Vietnamese War was a plain and simple effort by North Vietnam 
to conquer South Vietnam. We tried to prevent this in a long, bloody 
war which our government refused to win.38 
 

Also, he repeated the claim that North- and South Vietnam had a history as 

independent and disconnected entities when he stated that the intention of the 

American effort in Vietnam was “leaving [South Vietnam] once again a free and 

independent nation” as the two countries “returned to their pre-colonial status as 

separate nations.”39 From an historical point of view, again, Reagan’s assessment was 

critically flawed. South Vietnam did not exist as a “free and independent nation” at 

any time before 1954. But Reagan’s claim regarding the “pre-colonial status” was an 

even graver distortion of historical facts. Not only was achieving such a status never 

mentioned as an American policy goal, but in fact, the U.S. provided substantial 

financial support to France from 1946 until 1954 intended to restore Vietnam’s 

colonial status under French rule. At the time of Reagan’s radio address, it was also 

known that the United States had ignored several pleas from Ho Chi Minh asking for 

American support to protect the independence Vietnam had proclaimed in 1945 – a 

situation closer to a pre-colonial status. Yet as Ho Chi Minh was not only a 

nationalist, but also a communist, Truman and Eisenhower favored anti-communism 

over decolonization and supported France instead.40  

 While Reagan clearly misrepresented the historical facts, his remarks did 

allude to an important element of American identity that has been part of the national 

narrative since its inception. In the 18th century, the American colonies fought 

themselves free from the British Empire and declared themselves independent. Ever 

                                                
38 Reagan et al., Reagan, in His Own Hand, 54. 
39 Ibid.  
40 See for an overview of these pleas Herring, America's Longest War: The United States and Vietnam, 
1950 - 1975, 12 The scholar who has probably researched the issue of Ho Chi Minh’s nationalism in 
relation to his communism most extensively is William J. Duiker, Ho Chi Minh (New York: Hyperion, 
2000). 

Years later, in 1983, Reagan gave an overview of the history of the Vietnam War in response 
to a journalist’s question. The phrases that he used were almost identical to those he had prepared and 
studied in the late 1970s. To Reagan, remembering and presenting the history of the Vietnam War was 
also the art of perfecting an actor’s line. See for the 1983 remarks the following chapter.    



 51 

since, but particularly after the two World Wars, American rhetoric in international 

affairs promoted decolonization and self-determination for all. Especially after the 

Second World War, as the fear of communism replaced the ideal of decolonization, 

this rhetoric matched practice only selectively.41 Nevertheless, as an element of 

American identity, emphasizing decolonization defined the United States as a positive 

force in the world and a champion of freedom. That is also the context in which 

Reagan’s instructions on how to remember the Vietnam War should be perceived. 

Reagan forced history to be in line with his preferred image of the United States, an 

image that coincided with a national narrative that he, and others, had been brought up 

with. Historical facts were subordinate to that narrative. Reagan’s radioed ‘history 

lessons’ of the late 1970s were in that sense tools of politicized hindsight in order to 

restore an American self-image badly damaged by the events in Vietnam.  

 

Reagan	  as	  the	  earliest	  revisionist	  

Reagan’s opinions on the Vietnam War, informed by his passionate anti-communism 

and his historical lessons of the Korean War and the Second World War, bear many 

similarities to the revisionist literature on the Vietnam War that would arise in the late 

1970s and early ’80s. The fact that Reagan based his opinion concerning the Vietnam 

War on historical examples that predated that conflict explains how he could 

formulate a ‘revisionist’ standpoint while the war was still in progress. Also, the 

revisionist interpretation coincided with many ideas on foreign policy within the 

emerging New Right, or neo-conservative movement that gained popularity 

throughout the 1970s. Their position on foreign policy during the Cold War was 

firmly based on aggressive anti-communism and the moral necessity to expand 

American ideals throughout the world. They found in Reagan an articulate and 

charming spokesman. The consistency in Reagan’s views on the Vietnam War in 

particular, made him a ‘prescient’ champion of the revisionist cause. For instance, 

prominent neo-conservative Norman Podhoretz sent his 1983 pamphlet Why we were 

in Vietnam to Reagan with the inscription: “To Pres. RR - Who always knew and still 

knows why we were in Vietnam and why it was indeed ‘a noble cause’.”42 

                                                
41 The United States, for instance, pressured the Dutch to give up their colonies in the Dutch Indies 
after World War Two, while supporting the French efforts to regain their colonies in Indochina at the 
same time. 
42 Ronald Reagan and Douglas Brinkley, The Reagan Diaries (New York: HarperCollins, 2007), 74. 
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The earliest studies published on the Vietnam War during the conflict as well 

as immediately after tended to be critical of the war and portray the conflict as a 

mistake, a tragedy, and a ‘quagmire.’ Furthermore, the authors emphasized that the 

Vietnam War was unwinnable for the United States despite its military superiority. 

Sometimes as a subtext and sometimes explicitly, this literature often functioned as a 

self-critique of America as well – of its bellicose ways, its way of life, and  its 

assumptions of American exceptionalism and idealism.43 The arguments put forward 

in these studies could be seen as an extension of the anti-war movement although 

critical scholars were not always associated with political protests.44      

By the early 1980s, a revisionist literature emerged, and partisan and 

ideological debates infused the scholarly work on the Vietnam War. Initiated by 

military veterans from the Vietnam War but later joined by political conservatives, 

these works were still highly critical of U.S. policy but saw mainly failures in 

leadership and execution, not in intent or purpose. Central to many revisionist 

interpretations was the refusal by civilian policymakers to fight the war with the 

military’s full capability, making the war a ‘no-win war’ that discredited the U.S. 

military and disillusioned allies around the world.  

The revisionists differed considerably in eloquence and nuance, but many 

advanced to a certain degree a ‘stab-in-the-back’-myth to explain why and how a 

superpower could lose a war against a small, underdeveloped nation. These myths or 

theories appeared in roughly two variations: a military and a political version. The 

military version often focused on Lyndon Johnson’s policy of ‘gradual escalation’: 

slowly increasing the application of military force in order to pressure the North 

Vietnamese to the negotiation table. Also, American self-imposed limitations on the 

war were mentioned, for instance, the decision not to invade North Vietnam, or not to 

bomb too near to the Chinese border, or not to attack supply lines to the Vietcong 

guerrillas that ran through neighboring and officially neutral Laos and Cambodia. 
                                                
43 Philip E. Catton, "Refighting Vietnam in the History Books: The Historiography of the War," OAH 
Magazine of History 18, no. 5 (2004), 7-11; Gary R. Hess, "The Unending Debate: Historians and the 
Vietnam War," Diplomatic History 18, no. 2 (Spring, 1994), 239; Robert A. Divine, "Vietnam 
Reconsidered," Diplomatic History 12, no. 1 (1988), 79. As Arthur Schlesinger exemplifies in Arthur 
M. Schlesinger, The Bitter Heritage: Vietnam and American Democracy, 1941-1966 (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1967) , the literature on the Vietnam War served often as a study of American 
society as a whole as well and was in that sense more about America than about Vietnam. Norman 
Podhoretz, Why we were in Vietnam (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1983), 250 is a good example of 
a pamphlet-like study that mirrors in many ways Schlesinger’s assessment but still is mainly concerned 
with American society.  
44 Arthur Schlesinger certainly was not; neither were Leslie Gelb and Richard Betts.   
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These military restrictions, imposed by politicians, allowed the enemy safe havens 

and complicated the delivery of a decisive blow to win the war. Hence the notion, 

popularized in the revisionist literature of the 1980s, that the military was not 

‘allowed’ to win in Vietnam.45 Reagan had already expressed that dissatisfaction in 

1967 when he said that if the gradual escalation from 1965 until 1967 had been 

increased more quickly “the war might have ended [already], because doing it all at 

once might have brought the enemy to the bargaining table.”46 

The political variation of the ‘stab-in-the-back’-myth often focused on the 

actions of Congress after the 1973 Paris Peace Accords. Under strong domestic 

pressure to extract the United States from Vietnam, President Nixon and Secretary of 

State Henry Kissinger promised South Vietnam that it would continue delivering aid 

after the departure of American soldiers. However, soon after the agreements, 

Congress voted against prolonged funding of the South Vietnamese military, thereby 

ostensibly undermining America’s pledge to help an ally. Unsurprisingly, this 

interpretation was advanced in the memoires of Kissinger and Nixon and placed the 

blame for the ultimate fall of Saigon in 1975 on the Democrat-dominated Congress. 

Politically polarized views continued to infuse the historical debates on the Vietnam 

War as others adopted Nixon and Kissinger’s analyses of the end of the war. 47  

It became part of conservative rhetoric to blame the Democrats for first 

escalating the war under Kennedy and Johnson and then ultimately ensuring the loss 

of Saigon through Congressional (in)action. Moreover, the Democratic Party was also 

depicted as unpatriotic and anti-American for its connections to the anti-war 

                                                
45 See for a specific exposé on the ‘stab-in-the-back’-myth in relation to the Vietnam War Jeffrey 
Kimball, “The enduring paradigm of the ‘lost cause’: defeat in Vietnam, the stab-in-the-back legend, 
and the construction of a myth,” in: Jenny Macleod, ed., Defeat and Memory: Cultural Histories of 
Military Defeat in the Modern Era (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 233-250. Prominent 
examples of this military revisionism are William C. Westmoreland, A Soldier Reports (Garden City, 
N.Y.: Doubleday, 1976); Harry G. Summers, On Strategy: A Critical Analysis of the Vietnam War 
(Novato, CA: Presidio Press, 1982), 225; Bruce Palmer, The 25-Year War: America's Military Role in 
Vietnam (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1984); Andrew F. Krepinevich, The Army and 
Vietnam (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986); Lewis Sorley, A Better War: The 
Unexamined Victories and Final Tragedy of America's Last Years in Vietnam (New York: Harcourt 
Brace & Co., 1999).  
46 Anonymous reporter, “Reagan Urges Escalation to Win the War ‘Quickly’,” The New York Times, 
September 13, 1967, p. 5. 
47 In this literature, Nixon’s role in ending the Vietnam War is most often portrayed as well-meaning 
and with the best intentions but hampered by the liberal media, protest at home, and the Democratic 
Congress. Most obviously in Richard M. Nixon, No More Vietnams (New York: Arbor House, 1985); 
Richard M. Nixon, The Real War (New York: Warner Books / Random House, 1980) , but also in 
Guenter Lewy, America in Vietnam (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978); Podhoretz, Why we 
were in Vietnam, 250. 
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movement. On the other hand, Democrats accused Republicans of the abuse of power, 

systematically lying, and militarism. It is important to note that the divisions over the 

Vietnam War were far more complex than a simple split between two parties 

suggests. But in general, as the early scholarly literature was dominated by the liberal 

viewpoints associated with the Democratic Party, the revisionist works were 

dominated by (neo-) conservative, Republican ideas. 

Ronald Reagan had already addressed during the war many of the notions that 

would become part of Vietnam revisionism. For instance, in 1965 Reagan lamented 

the lack of a “political decision to achieve victory,” without which the military experts 

could not possibly deliver on that decision. It was political will, not military power, 

that held America back in Vietnam, according to Reagan. He saw that lack of political 

resolve also illustrated by Lyndon Johnson’s decision not to officially declare war on 

Vietnam but instead fight under the jurisdiction of the Tonkin Gulf Resolution of 

1964. That Resolution gave the president the authority to “take all necessary measures 

to repel any armed attack against the forces of the United States” and to “assist any 

[SEATO ally] (...) in defense of its freedom,” but it was not a declaration of war. 

Johnson did not want to ask for such a declaration, fearful of arousing domestic 

unrest, a decision that was later seen as an important mistake and the sign of a lack of 

dedication to win.48 As Reagan advised in 1965: “We may have to stop the pretense 

that this is not a war and declare war formally, enabling us to block shipments by sea 

to North Vietnam,” and win quick and decisively.49  

The perceived weakness and indecision of the Johnson administration were 

favorite targets of Reagan throughout the 1960s. He criticized the White House 

policies of gradual escalation and the exemption of certain bombing targets aimed at 

preventing an overt Soviet or Chinese intervention. In contrast, he supported quick 

escalation, more bombing, and controversial measures like mining Haiphong harbor, 

where Soviet and Chinese supply ships would most likely be hit. “There are (sic) still 

a list of targets that are not open to bombing by our forces, and I don’t think that the 

full technological power of the United States is being used,” Reagan said.50 Alluding 

                                                
48 Colin Powell lists the reluctance to officially declare war as a crucial misstep. It would have prepared 
the American population mentally for war and enabled the early mobilization of the Reserves. Colin 
Powell and Joseph E. Persico, My American Journey (New York: Random House, 1995), 148.  
49 Leo Litwak, “The Ronald Reagan Story; Or, Tom Sawyer Enters Politics,” The New York Times, 
November 14, 1965, p. SM46. 
50 Anonymous reporter, “Reagan Urges Escalation to Win the War ‘Quickly’,” The New York Times, 
September 13, 1967, p. 5. 
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to the notion that the military was restricted by civilian oversight, he said on another 

occasion: “I think you give those entrusted in fighting a war more authority on how 

it’s to be fought.”51 In another interview, he criticized Johnson’s policy again as he 

said that the United States was “attempting to fight the enemy (…) on his own terms,” 

making it “hard to know if there is [a national policy].”52 By 1967 Reagan had coined 

the phrase that he would perfect over the years into the central revisionist argument 

when he remarked that “when you commit men to fight and die for a cause, it must be 

worth winning.”53  

In 1974, at a time when the Vietnam War was a very unpopular political topic, 

Governor Reagan repeated a slightly edited version of his 1967 remark. While 

addressing the returning POW John McCain, who would later become a Senator and 

presidential candidate, Reagan told his audience: “Never again will young Americans 

be asked to fight and possibly die for a cause unless that cause is so meaningful that 

we, as a nation, pledge our full resources to achieve victory as quickly as possible.” 

Again, the ‘stab-in-the-back’-myth was only slightly veiled, and the credibility and 

reliability of the government during the Vietnam War were once more questioned. In 

a further moral condemnation, Reagan also stressed the noble causes to fight for and 

warned those who were inclined to discard war as “the ugliest of things”:  

 
The decayed and degraded state of moral and patriotic feeling which thinks 
nothing is worth a war is worse. The man who has nothing which he cares 
about more than his 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.54  
 
Another central revisionist theme was the loss of U.S. credibility in the eyes of 

its allies, and Reagan commented on the issue in one of his radio addresses in 1975. 

He started by invoking the discredited Domino theory that stated were Vietnam to 

‘fall,’ a row of neighboring countries would turn communist as well. The theory was a 

key element of the public relations initiatives to explain why America should fight 

communism in Vietnam but lost much of its credibility during the war. As Reagan 

said in 1975: “there really is a domino theory and sad to say it is working right now.” 

                                                
51 Anonymous reporter, “Reagan Ties Peace to Victory,” The New York Times, August 19, 1967, p. 8. 
52 Ibidem, and Wallace Turner, “Reagan Denies Advance Man Seeks Support for Race in ’68,” The 
New York Times, June 26, 1967, p. 20.  
53 Anonymous reporter, “Reagan Ties Peace to Victory,” The New York Times, August 19, 1967, p. 8. 
54 Governor Ronald Reagan, “We will be as a City upon a Hill,” Conservative Political Action 
Conference, Washington D.C., January 25, 1974.   
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Reagan saw communism gaining influence around the globe and potential dominos 

falling in countries as diverse as Thailand, Japan, the Philippines, Turkey, Greece, and 

Portugal as well as throughout the Middle East. However, those countries were not so 

much infected by communism as by the loss of faith in America as a reliable ally, 

Reagan argued. In addition, he attacked those who “ridiculed” (which replaced in a 

draft the more neutral “dispute”) the domino theory. They had believed in it as the 

Nazis threatened Europe in 1938 but not “when the enemy is communist and the 

countries losing their freedom are Asian,” Reagan said. Matching the historical 

analogies of Vietnam and World War II, he added: “One can almost hear an echo of 

the hollow tapping of Neville Chamberlain’s umbrella on the cobblestones of Munich. 

This time however the appeasement is taking place in the halls of Congress,” as it 

refused to act more forcefully against communism.55 The implied result of this 

appeasement would be the final blow to American credibility, which, according to the 

chosen historical analogy, might well lead to World War Three.  

The scholarly revisionism of the Vietnam War that would flourish when 

Reagan became president corresponded to a certain degree with Reagan’s 

reinterpretation and remodeling of the war. Reagan matched history with his political 

beliefs, yet implied the reverse: that his political beliefs were founded in and certified 

by historical ‘facts.’ The Vietnam War did not fit well into his already existing 

framework of ideas on foreign policy, morality, and anti-communism. Therefore, his 

‘history lessons’ were aimed at a slow and consistent rebuilding of the American 

psyche after Vietnam, an endeavor not only appreciated by the conservative right, but 

one that appealed to the famed ‘silent majority’ that once had backed Richard Nixon 

as well. Reagan’s revisionism addressed the undercurrent of negative sentiments that 

the Vietnam War in particular and the perceived excesses of the 1960s in general had 

left behind.56  

However, there was one fundamental difference between Reagan’s revision of 

the Vietnam War and his receptive audience. Reagan had made that war consistent 

with his core political beliefs, largely based on the events in Korea and the Second 

                                                
55 Reagan et al., Reagan, in His Own Hand, 48. 
56 See for a good study on the use and abuse of 1960s as a decade in collective memory Bernard von 
Bothmer, Framing the Sixties: The Use and Abuse of a Decade from Ronald Reagan to George W. 
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World War. What had actually happened in Vietnam, or in America in the 1960s and 

’70s for that matter, did not fundamentally alter his outlook on politics. In contrast, 

many of those who agreed with his message had been profoundly influenced by these 

later events. For them, Korea and Munich were not the pivotal memories. Their 

fundamental experiences had been events like the Tet-offensive, the My Lai massacre, 

the killing of four students at Kent State University in 1970, and riots in Chicago in 

1968. Even though the resulting disappointment in American leadership and the 

craving for morality and sincere patriotism coincided with Reagan’s message, his 

audience arrived at that point with a different historical experience. These differences 

in memory would be cause for confusion on what the Vietnam War and its legacy 

stood for, which became clear when Reagan moved from local politics to a national 

platform.   

 

The	  birth	  of	  the	  Vietnam	  syndrome	  

Although foreign policy was not a dominant aspect of the presidential campaign of 

1980, as it rarely is, stark divisions between the candidates on issues of national 

security and the future president’s capacities as commander in chief were obvious. 

Ronald Reagan and Jimmy Carter both held a number of rallies early on in the 

campaign to make their case. Contrasting his campaign with that of Carter, Reagan 

constantly emphasized his three main concerns in foreign policy: anti-appeasement, 

peace through strength, and the need for a foreign policy more in line with 

conservative morals. He tied these themes to the legacy of the Vietnam War and 

popularized the term ‘Vietnam syndrome’ while infusing it with additional meaning 

during the 1980 campaign. That term would remain part and parcel of the discourse 

on American foreign policy after Vietnam, yet, just like all references to the Vietnam 

War, it was susceptible to various interpretations.  

 From roughly the mid-1980s onward, the most common usage of the term 

‘Vietnam syndrome’ referred to the reluctance of the American Congress and the 

public to support an American war out of fear for ‘another Vietnam’ or a reticence to 

use the United States armed forces abroad in general.57 But probably the first time that 

                                                
57 See for a common description of the ‘Vietnam syndrome’ Herring, America's Longest War: The 
United States and Vietnam, 1950 - 1975, 350-353 but also the additional chapter (most notably pp. 5-7) 
to that book published online on the website of Herring’s publisher McGraw-Hill; George Herring 
“9/11/01: The end of the Vietnam Syndrome?” http://highered.mcgraw-
hill.com/sites/dl/free/0072417552/26324/herringsyndrome.pdf  (last accessed June 14, 2011). 
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the term was used, it suggested a very different meaning. In the January 1969 issue of 

Foreign Affairs incoming National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger analyzed the 

attempts of the Johnson administration to reach a peaceful settlement with North 

Vietnam. As Kissinger wrote, these efforts had been “marked by the classic 

Vietnamese syndrome; optimism alternating with bewilderment; euphoria giving way 

to frustration.”58 As Kissinger used the term to describe the frustrating pace of 

negotiations, it would soon obtain an alternate meaning: the traumatic psychological 

effects on American soldiers returning from the war. On May 6, 1972, psychiatrist 

Chaim Shatan published an article in The New York Times titled “Post-Vietnam 

Syndrome,” in which he described the stories Vietnam veterans recounted in 

discussion sessions Shatan organized.59 During the 1970s, the term was commonly 

used in psychological studies, particularly in those published prior to the official 

recognition of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder or PTSD.60  

 When Reagan started using the term in 1980, he amended its connotation once 

again. He added a moral, even spiritual meaning to it, as will be illustrated below. 

Also, he fitted the term within a specific political context. Reagan’s revisionism of 

history in general was not only aimed at re-establishing American values but also at 

discrediting the Democratic Party he held responsible for disgracing those values. For 

many years, his use of historical analogies was often aimed at demonstrating the 

presumed flaws of Democratic policies. In a 1971 interview he argued that 

Democratic presidents “have brought back the bitter fruits of appeasement from Yalta 

and Potsdam”; “snatched defeat from the jaws of victory”; “lacked the will and 

intelligence to win in the Cuban missile crisis”; “disgraced us at the Bay of Pigs” and 

“lacked the will and wisdom to exact a victory as the price for the young Americans 

who died in Vietnam.”61 When Reagan ran against Carter in the 1980 presidential 

race, this historical interpretation of Democratic policies would remain a central 

aspect of his rhetoric. Building upon the themes and even exact sentences that he had 
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employed over the years, Reagan’s explanation of the ‘Vietnam syndrome’ blamed 

Democrats for the tragedy of Vietnam, presumably proving them unfit in general for 

international politics.  

Reagan first used the term ‘Vietnam syndrome’ in a speech before the Chicago 

Council on Foreign Relations on March 17, 1980, remarks that he considered to 

contain the kind of message he would insert into a State of the Union Address.62 

Reagan stated: “It is time we purged ourselves of the Vietnam syndrome that has 

colored our thinking for too long a time.” He didn’t explain the term, but those who 

had heard him speak throughout the years knew what he meant. For those who had 

not, he clarified:  

 

President Carter said “we are free of the inordinate fear of communism 
which led to the moral poverty of Vietnam.” Possibly Vietnam was the 
wrong war in the wrong place at the wrong time. But when 50,000 
young Americans make the ultimate sacrifice to defend the people of a 
small defenseless country against the Godless tyranny of communism 
that is not an act of “moral” poverty. It is in truth a collective act of 
moral courage.63 

 

The controversial content of the speech was barely noticed by the press. However, the 

same point would be slightly revised in Reagan’s next thematic speech on foreign 

policy. This time, it created a storm of protest and approval.  

On August 18, 1980, Reagan told an audience at the Veterans of Foreign Wars 

convention: “For too long, we have lived with the ‘Vietnam Syndrome.’” He 

continued by describing the Paris Peace Accords as “a peace of humiliation and 

gradual surrender.” It had been North Vietnamese propaganda that fooled Americans 

into believing they were the “aggressors bent on imperial conquests.” In addition to 

these qualifications, Reagan also captured his interpretation of the Vietnam War in a 

single, stark phrase: “A small country newly free from colonial rule sought our help in 

establishing self-rule and the means of self-defense against a totalitarian neighbor 

bent on conquest.” Reagan continued with a phrase he personally had inserted: “It is 

time we recognized that ours was, in truth, a noble cause.”64 

                                                
62 Reagan et al., Reagan, in His Own Hand, 471. 
63 Ibid., 479.  
64 The speech is published as found as a draft in the Reagan Library in Ibid., 480-486. See for the full 
text of the August 18, 1980 speech the publication on the Reagan Library website: 
http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/reference/8.18.80.html (last accessed 14 June, 2011).  



 60 

By publicly stating that the Vietnam War had been a noble cause, he not only 

appealed to his conservative supporters who had always disliked the negative 

aftereffects of Vietnam, but also rejected the atmosphere of ‘malaise’ and ‘agony’ 

associated with his political opponent Jimmy Carter. On a few more occasions in that 

particular speech, the metaphor of Vietnam served the purpose of highlighting the 

differences between political parties and competing candidates, suggesting the 

debacle of Vietnam to be a Democratic, not an American, failure. He emphasized that 

Vietnam had indeed resulted in the much feared loss of credibility, something about 

which consecutive presidents during the Vietnam War had warned. “Our allies are 

losing confidence in us, and our adversaries no longer respect us.” That trend 

continued under Carter, Reagan warned, as the allies “are confused by the lack of a 

coherent, principled policy from the Carter administration.”65  

Above all, the legacy of Vietnam was in this speech inextricably linked with 

the foreign policy of détente, or the policy of rapprochement towards and peaceful 

coexistence with the communist countries set out under Nixon and Kissinger. Détente 

was highly detested by conservatives like Reagan as being too soft on communism. 

Implicitly classifying the ‘Vietnam syndrome’ as virtually the same as détente, 

Reagan told the audience: “we must make it unmistakably plain to all the world that 

we have no intention of compromising our principles, our beliefs or our freedom.” 

Therefore, he pledged to “restore that margin of safety which the Carter 

administration had allowed to evaporate.” Only then, would the ‘Vietnam syndrome’ 

as Reagan saw it disappear.66  

Above all else, Reagan used his references to the Vietnam War in the speech 

as the metaphor par excellence to illustrate, again, the central themes of his 

conservative thought: peace through strength, morality as the basis for policy, and the 

necessity to defend and export freedom around the world. The themes went hand in 

hand when he looked back at the Paris Peace Accords and said: “peace must be such 

that freedom can flourish and justice prevail. Tens of thousands of boat people have 

shown us there is no freedom in the so-called peace in Vietnam.” Denouncing 

pragmatic, Realist policies such as détente, he went on to position moral and idealistic 

motives at the center of his proposed foreign policy. He told the audience: “let’s do a 
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better job of exporting Americanism. Let’s meet our responsibility to keep the peace 

at the same time we maintain without compromise our principles and ideals.”67 

“Exporting Americanism,” now applauded by Reagan in the speech, was to 

many adherents of the early interpretations of the Vietnam War one of the prime 

reasons why the United States had enmeshed itself in the ‘quagmire’ of Vietnam. As 

works like David Halberstam’s The Best and the Brightest and the frequent references 

in this early literature to Graham Greene’s novel The Quiet American suggest, the 

experience in Vietnam could best be captured within a classical context, as America 

was tempted by ‘hubris’ to mistakenly believe in its power to export freedom and 

democracy, wielding the power to build entire nations.68  

Yet according to Reagan, there was profound nobility in “exporting 

Americanism.” The results of the war should not discredit the validity of the noble 

intention of spreading freedom and democracy, and building nations. In his speech 

before the Veterans of Foreign Wars, he accused post-Vietnam America of moral 

failure for not recognizing the value of that cause: “We dishonor the memory of 

50,000 young Americans who died in that cause when we give way to feelings of guilt 

as if we were doing something shameful, and we have been shabby in our treatment of 

those who returned.”69  

That central fault, turned into the central lesson and a campaign promise, was 

also derived from a lack in morality. Reagan stated:  

 
There is a lesson for all of us in Vietnam. If we are forced to fight, we must 
have the means and the determination to prevail or we will not have what it 
takes to secure the peace. And while we are at it, let us tell those who fought 
in that war that we will never again ask young men to fight and possibly die in 
a war our government is afraid to let them win.70  

 
 

All the statements that Ronald Reagan made in this controversial speech 

before the Veterans of Foreign Wars contained nothing new to those who had 

followed him throughout the years. Only the formulation had been refined. But now, 
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on a national platform, it caused an enormous uproar due to the mixed memories of 

the war. 

As campaign strategy, the speech proved not to be effective. To Reagan, peace 

through strength, a denunciation of Carter’s policies, and a revision of Vietnam were 

essentially the same, but the press had difficulty in finding the commonality. 

Moreover, it was an issue close to his heart, which he reflected in the speech 

personally. “It was his speech all the way,” one advisor said.71 Yet polls indicated a 

direct drop in popularity as a result of the reference to Vietnam.72 Moreover, as 

Reagan insisted on a strong message, his advisors wanted to tone down the rhetoric, 

which resulted in a mixed message. “When there are seven different versions of what 

we've done presented by the national press, we're not accomplishing our purpose,” a 

campaign aide said of the mixed reception of the speech.73 A New York Times article 

also suggested that tensions arose in the Reagan camp because of his insistence on 

adding the remarks on Vietnam. His team feared it would hurt his intended profile as 

a capable and wise statesman, instead portraying him as wild man.74 Newspaper 

comments indicated a sensitivity to the issue that Reagan seemed detached from, as 

well as a continued desire to just forget about Vietnam. The Washington Post 

journalist Haynes Johnson remarked the day after the speech: “It wasn't just his 

references to Vietnam; it was the defiant way he courted controversy over one of the 

most painful episodes in the American experience.”75 And Governor Thompson of 

Texas, a Reagan supporter, tactically noted: “I don't think I'd lay heavy stress on that 

during the campaign (...) I think the war is over.”76 

Yet from other quarters there was also praise. A Wall Street Journal editorial 

in support of Reagan’s speech stated: “it’s about time.” Contemporary events like the 

millions of refugees from Southeast Asia and the repressive regime in Vietnam 

validated the “rightness in principle of America’s campaign,” according to the 
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editorial. It captured Reagan’s intention “to open old wounds in an effort to develop a 

new philosophical basis and summon the sort of commitment he thinks America will 

need for the confrontations ahead.”77 All the angry letters that the Wall Street 

Journal’s editorial evoked in turn notwithstanding, that was indeed Reagan’s goal. 

But the reactions to the speech illustrated the blurred lines of division. Hans 

Gunzenhauser hoped that Reagan’s “blatant exposition [as a wild man] will help to 

defeat this candidate in the cause of greater sanity and true conservatism,” and Scott 

Gilbreath questioned the morality and nobility of assisting dictators like South 

Vietnamese leader Ngo Dinh Diem.78 But as some ridiculed Reagan for his 

comments, others like Tom Carhart, a Vietnam veteran, wrote that he was “grateful to 

have a spokesman in mr. Reagan.”79 If anything, Reagan’s revision tapped into a 

reservoir of discontent surrounding current political and economic issues, but it also 

revealed a growing gap on how to remember the Vietnam War in particular and the 

1960s in general. 

Contemporaries suggested that Reagan’s age partially explained the difference 

in perception on the Vietnam War between the president-elect and his audience. John 

Sears, who managed Reagan’s campaigns in 1976 and (until he was dismissed) 1980, 

said: “There is a generation gap between what Reagan thinks he knows about the 

world and the reality. His is a kind of 1952 world.”80 Richard Cohen attacked 

Reagan’s apparent insensitivity in far sharper terms: 

 

Ronald Reagan and the men around him are too old now and were too 
old then to appreciate what the Vietnam War meant to a whole 
generation of Americans. Reagan himself has time and time again 
shown that he has never gotten the point, never really understood the 
reluctance of young men to die in the 1960s for the anticommunist 
orthodoxy of the 1950s -- the one that prompted Reagan to call 
Vietnam a noble war.81 

 

The persuasiveness and straightforwardness of anti-communism that Reagan 

embraced in his early years was, to some Americans, lost on the battlefields of 
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Vietnam. To Cohen, that generational conflict was part of the tragedy of Vietnam, as 

he said that “nothing is as tragically absurd as one generation being asked to fight for 

the discredited ideology of a previous generation.”82 Reagan seemed to have missed 

that formative experience but alluded at the same time to the sentiments of those who 

did not conclude that everything was lost in Vietnam.   

 

The consistency in themes and language in all of Reagan’s Vietnam-related speeches 

throughout the years illustrates the context in which Reagan understood that 

experience. To him, Vietnam had not been a problem in itself but a symptom of the 

moral, spiritual, and patriotic issues that had been dear to conservatives for many 

years. The Vietnam War had strengthened those concerns but hadn’t altered the 

premises of Reagan’s ideas on America and its role in the world as it had with many 

of the generation who either fought in Vietnam or protested against the war. In his 

speeches, he used Vietnam as a metaphor to address those concerns, just as he often 

used the Founding Fathers, the Second World War, or the Korean War. To Reagan, 

morality, idealism, and foreign policy had been tightly linked since at least the early 

1960s. He deemed it immoral not to defend America’s freedom and to deny others in 

the world the possibility of freedom. Defending freedom required a forceful stance, 

and by emphasizing “peace through strength” as the core theme in the 1980 elections, 

Reagan’s reading of the ‘lessons of Vietnam’ was essentially the same as his reading 

of the ‘lessons of Munich’ and his condemnation of appeasement.  

By infusing the term ‘Vietnam syndrome’ with new meaning, Reagan in 

essence made three statements concerning the Vietnam War. The first was that it had 

weakened America’s position in the world, both vis-à-vis its communist adversaries 

and in its relationship with its allies. But to Reagan, that had been a point of critique 

towards Democratic policy as early as 1964, when the Vietnam War was still a fairly 

limited issue to the United States. So essentially, the war itself had little impact on 

that view, which was derived from a fundamental and personal anti-communism 

Reagan had picked up in the late 1940s in Hollywood.  The second point he made 

concerning Vietnam was the bad treatment of the returning veterans, which he closely 

linked with his third point, the incapacity to see the war as a noble cause. In his view, 

the Vietnam War had been about the defense of freedom and the export of 
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‘Americanism,’ two issues close to his heart throughout his career and a factor in 

American political thought since at least the end of the Second World War. Vietnam 

and its aftermath had done nothing to change Reagan’s convictions, except to 

reinforce them.  

Defending American idealism within the U.S. and abroad would cure the ills 

caused by détente and Vietnam, Reagan felt, which in his vocabulary were essentially 

the same anyway. That Reagan expected rhetoric to be the essential tool with which 

the syndrome could be cured became clear only a few months later in his May 1981 

address to the West Point graduates. By that time, Reagan had been in the White 

House almost four months. He assured his audience:  

 
I'm happy to tell you that the people of America have recovered from what can 
only be called a temporary aberration. There is a spiritual revival going on in 
this country, a hunger on the part of the people to once again be proud of 
America - all that it is and all that it can be. 
 

The moral weakness was gone, “the era of self-doubt is over.” Appeasement and 

détente had been discarded as well. There would be no question anymore “whether we 

should forsake weaponry for treaties and agreements.”83   

With the main connotations he had given the ‘Vietnam syndrome’ in previous 

speeches out of the way, he moved on to tackle another symptom that he had not 

specifically mentioned earlier. “In much of the seventies there was a widespread lack 

of respect for the uniform, born perhaps of what has been called the Vietnam 

syndrome.” It had resulted in a drop of enlistments, depriving the Army of much-

needed experience. But that was a thing of the past as well. Due to “the new spirit that 

is abroad in our land” and the efforts of the new administration to increase military 

funding and military salaries, the balance was tipping in the right direction again. 

“Already enlistments are up, and so are reenlistments. And surprisingly - well, maybe 

we shouldn't be surprised - many who have already left the service are now 

returning.”84  

Historian Marilyn Young has called the legacy of the Vietnam War “a zone of 

contested meaning.”85 This description can certainly be applied specifically to the 
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term ‘Vietnam syndrome’ as well, as the memories of the Vietnam War and their 

impact on foreign policy would continuously be interpreted in different ways.   

Within the time-span of a few months, Reagan had popularized the term 

‘Vietnam syndrome,’ let it take hold in the nation’s collective memory, and declared 

it dead in the West Point graduation speech. His instructions on how to remember the 

Vietnam War throughout the past decade were, to a certain extent, accepted and 

welcomed by Americans. Yet by claiming victory over the ‘Vietnam syndrome’ after 

only a few months, Reagan missed the point that the ‘syndrome’ consisted also of 

memories whose depth and intensity he failed to grasp.  

By repeating the themes related to appeasement, morality, and the Vietnam 

War in almost identical phrasing, Reagan created an image of history for himself that 

he strongly believed in. Reagan biographer Lou Cannon noted that Reagan “made 

sense of foreign policy through his long-developed habit of devising dramatic, all-

purpose stories with moralistic messages, forceful plots and well-developed heroes 

and villains.”86 With regard to his approach towards the memories of the Vietnam 

War and how they influenced his foreign policy, it is particularly important to note 

what Cannon wrote next: 

 

When these stories were memorized and incorporated into Reagan’s 
repertoire, they acquired the power of personal experience and became 
a barrier to a deeper understanding of the events they were designed to 
explain. (…) The more Reagan repeated a story, the more he believed 
it and the more he resisted information that undermined its premises.87   

 

Throughout his presidency, that powerful belief in the perceptions of the Vietnam 

War he had convinced himself of in the preceding years prevented him from 

understanding the influence that alternative memories of that war would have on the 

foreign policy he envisioned. Soon after his election as president, Reagan would 

discover the impact that these memories could exert on his foreign policy.    
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2.	  Haig’s	  Vietnam	  and	  the	  conflicts	  over	  El	  Salvador	  
 

When Ronald Reagan took over the White House in 1981, he brought with him a 

particular memory of the Vietnam War largely based on the pivotal war experiences 

of his generation: World War Two and the Korean War. As Colin Powell, himself a 

prominent member of the Vietnam cohort, observed: “One thing became apparent in 

the Reagan Administration: the World War II generation was back in the saddle.”1 

Foreign policy, in particular, was dominated by the old guard, with General 

Alexander Haig as secretary of state and Caspar Weinberger leading the Defense 

Department. However, differences on how to remember the Vietnam War and which 

lessons it presented for foreign policy existed not only between the generations but 

also within them. Particularly in the early phases of the administration, confusion on 

the ‘right’ way to remember the Vietnam War influenced Reagan’s foreign policy to a 

substantial degree. That impact will be addressed in this chapter by focusing on 

Alexander Haig, who, as Reagan’s first secretary of state, provides a good illustration 

of the complex dynamic between personal, institutional, and collective memories of 

the Vietnam War that existed in this period.  

 Alexander Haig experienced the Korean and the Vietnam Wars from within 

the Army. Unlike Reagan, Haig experienced these wars not only from the home-front 

but from the battlefield as well. In the later phases of the Vietnam War, Haig joined 

the top echelons of the Nixon administration, where he became part of the civilian 

management of the war in the White House. Haig brought to the Reagan 

administration a unique mix of personal interpretations of those events, but the public 

associated him also with some of the negative aspects of the final phase of the war 

like the Cambodian incursion and the so-called Christmas bombings of Hanoi. In the 

Reagan administration, Haig’s role was supposed to be that of the experienced foreign 

policy specialist at the State Department to compensate for the incoming president’s 

inexperience in that field.2 Reagan and Haig were both highly motivated to correct the 

damage the Vietnam War had done to the international stature of the United States. 

This shared sentiment created the impression that their ideas on foreign policy were 

the same as well, which, as I will illustrate, they were not.  
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A series of circumstances forced Haig to resign after little more than a year. 

One fundamental disagreement with Reagan and other key figures from the 

administration revolved around the interpretation of lessons from the Vietnam 

experience and how they should be applied in foreign affairs. As a result, Reagan’s 

first foreign policy actions incited an intense dynamic between personal, institutional, 

and public memory of the Vietnam War. In these early years, Alexander Haig was 

often at the center of that debate. In order to understand the position of Haig in these 

discussions, it is important to establish the ideas that Haig took from Vietnam, how he 

interpreted the lessons of that war, and how they clashed with other recollections at 

various levels. 

 

Haig’s	  formative	  experiences	  

The successes in the life of Alexander Haig came not through intellectual brilliance 

but by virtue of hard work and loyalty to his superiors. According to Haig himself, he 

attained his work ethic after the death of his father at the age of ten, in the middle of 

the Great Depression. He called the experience one of the two most influential events 

of his life - next to the Vietnam War.3   

 Brought up in a conservative Roman Catholic family, Haig went to the United 

States Military Academy at West Point, where he graduated 214th in a class of 310. 

He was not - in the words of foreign policy specialist Leslie Gelb - a “conceptualizer, 

and idea man,” but excelled as an organizer, “who makes the trains run on time, who 

takes care of messy situations, who settles matters without having to bother the 

boss.”4 After West Point, he went to occupied Japan in 1947 where he served on the 

staff of General Douglas MacArthur, who would later become one of Ronald 

Reagan’s heroes for his forceful stance during the Korean War. Haig went to Korea 

with MacArthur, where he would experience actual combat in several campaigns that 

earned him two Silver Stars and a Bronze Star. Haig called MacArthur “one of the 

finest leaders I have ever known.”5 

Upon his return to the United States, Haig obtained a position at the Pentagon, 

as a military assistant to Defense Secretary Robert McNamara. At the end of 1965, as 
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the Vietnam War continued to increase in intensity, he requested a return to combat 

duty. As a battalion commander in Vietnam he earned the second-highest military 

decoration, the Distinguished Service Cross, for leading troops in the Battle of An 

Loc in 1967. His official Army citation accompanying the award gives an impression 

of the actions for which he was honored although one should take into account the 

usual hyperbole common to such statements.  It read in part: 

 

When two of his companies were engaged by a large hostile force, 
Colonel Haig landed amid a hail of fire, personally took charge of the 
units, called for artillery and air fire support and succeeded in soundly 
defeating the insurgent force ... the next day a barrage of 400 rounds 
was fired…Heedless of the danger himself, Colonel Haig repeatedly 
braved intense hostile fire to survey the battlefield. His personal 
courage and determination, and his skillful employment of every 
defense and support tactic possible, inspired his men to fight with 
previously unimagined power. Although his force was outnumbered 
three to one, Colonel Haig succeeded in inflicting 592 casualties on the 
Viet Cong.6  

 

As the Nixon administration took office in 1969, the new National Security 

Advisor Henry Kissinger brought Haig onto his staff. Again flourishing in the 

position of aide to the top leadership, Haig would soon become Kissinger’s most 

trusted advisor, increasingly active in the background on all the prominent issues. As 

the ending of the Vietnam War had top priority by that time, Haig assisted on highly 

sensitive issues like organizing the secret bombings on Cambodia; the final, severe 

air-raids on North Vietnam known as the Christmas bombings; and persuading South 

Vietnamese leader Nguyen Van Thieu to accept the peace settlement with the North. 

Kissinger rewarded him with a meteoric rise from colonel to major general, a rank 

seldom held by an officer who had never commanded a division, after which he 

briefly left the White House to serve as vice chief of staff of the army. 

In May 1973, Haig was called back to the White House to take over as chief of 

staff, where he got deeply involved in the problems that Nixon brought upon himself. 

In January of that year, five men were convicted of breaking into the office of the 

Democratic National Committee located in the Watergate complex. Unknown at the 

time, they were ordered by Nixon’s Attorney General John Mitchell and Haig’s 
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predecessor Chief of Staff Bob Haldeman to disrupt the 1972 election campaign of 

the Democratic Party. Nixon ordered a cover-up of the events, but Congressional 

investigations started and the legal net around the President slowly closed. As a 

substitute for Haldeman, who was forced to resign, Haig’s name soon became widely 

known as the scandals of the Nixon administration unraveled.  

Haig’s introduction to the larger public was not a very positive one, and the 

reputation that he soon earned remained negative throughout the years. For instance, 

columnist William Safire described him in 1980 as “an efficient order-follower who 

could coolly tolerate the most demeaning bullying.”7 And while Richard Nixon 

characterized him as “steady, intelligent and tough,” others called him “ruthless, 

devious, shrewdly flexible and unquestioningly loyal to the powerful.”8 

Haig earned his reputation in part because of his participation in the Watergate 

cover-up, in which he showed his soldier’s ethic towards civil service. For instance, 

Haig was aware that journalists and White House employees were wiretapped without 

their knowledge - he had carried the instructions from Nixon to the FBI himself. Also, 

Nixon used Haig to prevent the exposure of the cover-up. When others withheld their 

cooperation because they suspected something illegal might be involved, The New 

York Times claimed that Haig would shout: “Your Commander in Chief is giving you 

an order!” In addition, it soon became known that on one of the White House tapes 

Haig can be overheard advising Nixon to fake temporary amnesia on the details of the 

wiretapping.9   

Haig became associated with abuses of power during the Vietnam War as 

well. Haig was known for his strong support of the Cambodian invasion in 1970 

during his time as assistant to Henry Kissinger. The invasion was aimed at Vietcong 
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command centers and the supply lines of the so-called Ho Chi Minh trail that ran 

through neutral Laos and Cambodia into South Vietnam. However, sending troops 

into neutral countries also contradicted Nixon’s election promise to bring “peace with 

honor” and not to further widen the war and was therefore kept secret from Congress 

and the media. The public outrage that followed the disclosures of both the incursions 

and the attempted secrecy profoundly damaged the credibility of the Nixon 

administration. The Cambodian incursion reinvigorated the anti-war movement, as 

protests erupted throughout the country. At one anti-Cambodia protest at Kent State 

University in Ohio, 4 protesters were shot dead and 9 wounded by the National 

Guard, which further heightened the already tense domestic situation. The Cambodian 

incursion was closely linked to what was popularly known as the ‘Kent State 

Massacre,’ and both events became representations for the presumed break-down of 

society, the brutality and immorality of the government, and its abuse of power. The 

fact that Alexander Haig had strongly supported the Cambodian incursion indirectly 

associated him with these negative collective memories as well. 10    

Another controversial aspect of the Vietnam War became linked to Alexander 

Haig. In 1979, Henry Kissinger described Haig in his memoires as a decisive voice 

and leading advocate of the intense bombing of Hanoi and the mining of the 

Haiphong harbor during operation Linebacker II in December 1972.11 These places 

had earlier been part of the American self-imposed restrictions on targets in North 

Vietnam in order to avoid provoking a war with China. But after the North 

Vietnamese delegation walked out of the peace talks in Paris, bombing these targets 

was presented by the U.S. as a way to pressure them back to the negotiations. This 

last escalation of American military violence, more notoriously known as the 

Christmas bombings, became a central topic of debate on the morality of the war, in 

                                                
10 The event was quickly affirmed in collective memory by the iconic, Pulitzer-prize-winning 
photograph of Mary Ann Vecchio kneeling next to the body of a dead student.  Musicians like Steve 
Miller, Dave Brubeck, the Beach Boys, and, most famously, Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young with their 
hit-single “Ohio” also contributed to the collective memory. The date of the shooting, May 4th, is still a 
day of remembrance at Kent State University and functions as a ‘lieu de memoire’ or place of memory 
that includes on-site memorials, a resource center, and scholarships. See for a list of the several ways 
the date is remembered at Kent State the university’s website; 
http://www.kent.edu/about/history/May4/memorials.cfm. See also Philip Caputo, 13 Seconds: A Look 
Back at the Kent State Shootings (New York: Chamberlain Bros., 2005).  
11 In his memoir on the final phase of the Vietnam War, Kissinger implies that Haig favored ‘massive 
shock’ with B-52 bombers, the most severe option on the table and that Nixon went along with Haig. 
Henry A. Kissinger, White House Years (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1979), 1448; Henry A. 
Kissinger, Ending the Vietnam War: A History of America's Involvement in and Extrication from the 
Vietnam War (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2003), 410-411. 



 72 

particular because the bombing was more aimed at reassuring the South Vietnamese 

of the reliability of Nixon’s promises to them than it was aimed at military targets in 

North Vietnam.12 When Alexander Haig visited President Thieu of South Vietnam he 

explained to him that the intended result of the severe escalation of the bombings was 

to pressure North Vietnam into signing the Peace Accords in Paris.13  

Nevertheless, Haig had his admirers. As Nixon and Kissinger were pre-

occupied by Watergate in the final days of the administration, Haig’s contributions 

were crucial to keep the government from total collapse. William Saxbe, the attorney 

general in 1974, recalled Haig’s efforts to take over Nixon’s every-day duties as the 

president became increasingly distracted by Watergate. As Saxbe said of Haig: “He 

was the President towards the end.”14 Henry Kissinger wrote in his memoir: “By sheer 

willpower, dedication and self-discipline, he held the government together.”15  

After his work in the Nixon administration, Haig served as Supreme Allied 

Commander in Europe (SACEUR) as the commander of all NATO troops stationed 

there. Comfortable in his position as the highest military leader, his international 

stature grew during this period. From Europe, the conservative Haig did not hold back 

his criticism of President Carter, who conducted what Haig perceived as a dangerous 

foreign policy vis-à-vis the Soviet Union. Popular among conservatives and foreign 

policy hawks within the Republican Party, Haig briefly considered running for 

president himself in the 1980 election, but he withdrew early on as he still lacked 

sufficient recognition. When Ronald Reagan won the election, the president-elect 

wanted Haig as the experienced foreign policy specialist for the position of secretary 

of state.     

 The position of secretary of state requires Senate confirmation. The image 

Haig had earned through his role during the Christmas bombings of 1972, the 

Cambodian incursions, and the Watergate affair raised suspicions, which seemed to 
                                                
12 See for instance Stanley Karnow, Vietnam: A History  
(New York: Penguin Books, 1984), 652. 
13 In an interview from 2000, but published only after his death in 2010, Haig confessed that he thought 
the Paris peace proposal to be a “flawed solution” which lacked sufficient strength. See James Rosen, 
“An Interview with Alexander Haig, a True Cold Warrior,” The Washington Post, February 28, 2010, 
published also on http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
dyn/content/article/2010/02/25/AR2010022504886.html?sid=ST2010022604952 (last accessed June 
14, 2011). Haig also stated in 2006 that he advised Nixon not to stop the bombing until North Vietnam 
agreed to completely withdraw from South Vietnam, which it eventually did not do. Haig and 
Zimmerman, Pillars of Success, 24. 
14 Deborah H. Strober and Gerald S. Strober, The Nixon Presidency : An Oral History of the Era 
(Washington D.C.: Brassey's, 2003), 285. 
15 Henry A. Kissinger, Years of Upheaval (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1982), 1197. 



 73 

diminish the prospects of a successful confirmation. Indeed, as Senator Howard Baker 

(R-TN) predicted, Haig’s confirmation hearing would become “one of the most 

picked over, looked at, and examined private lives to come before the Senate (…) in a 

long time.”16 But Haig seemed to rely on the brighter aspects of his reputation; 

loyalty, expertise, and patriotism. When asked about possible ‘skeletons’ being 

exposed during his confirmation hearing in 1980, he even joked: “Well, I guess 

sometimes I feel like it is Halloween with so many bones rattling about.” 17 But most 

importantly, as Reagan’s first National Security Advisor Richard Allen said: “Haig is 

a symbol for a strong America.”18  

During the hearing, Haig acquitted himself of all charges as he highlighted his 

dedication and service to the nation. Haig told the senators: 

 
I never willingly, consciously or unconsciously, participated in an act that I 
considered to be immoral, and above all, illegal…I didn’t do it then and I 
haven’t done it in 37 years of military service to our country – including 
fighting in combat in two wars.19   
 

Many questions were asked about Watergate, Cambodia, and Vietnam, and on all 

three accounts Haig followed the line that Reagan had initiated by emphasizing that 

the issue of morality could also be used to defend the American position instead of 

attacking it. And as with Reagan’s re-interpretation of the Vietnam War, historical 

events had to be seen in another light.  

On the invasion of Cambodia, Haig reaffirmed that he still was “very much in 

favor of it.” Allowing the North Vietnamese and the Vietcong guerillas their 

sanctuaries in Cambodia was a “self-defeating position for us to take (…) The 

Cambodian bombing to destroy sanctuaries that were used by North Vietnamese 

troops who were killing American soldiers was not an abuse of power.” Therefore, the 

incursion made sense from a military point of view and was aimed at the protection of 

American lives. Moreover, he stated that there was “virtually no civilian population” 

in the bombed areas of Cambodia.20  

                                                
16 Steven Weisman, “Reagan Names Haig to State Dept. Post; Battle is Expected,” The New York 
Times, December 17, 1980, Section A, p. 1. 
17 Ibidem. 
18 Anonymous editor, “It’s Haig for State, Donovan for Labor,” The New York Times, December 21, 
1980, Section 4, p. 1. 
19 “Major Points in Testimony before Senate Panel in Haig Confirmation,” as published in: The New 
York Times, January 14, 1981, Section A, p. 14.  
20 Ibidem.  
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On the 1972 bombing of North Vietnam during Operation Linebacker II, or 

Christmas bombings, Haig said that they had been “essential to concluding the peace 

negotiations and achieving the return of American prisoners of war.” The bombing 

that he had privately described to South Vietnamese President Thieu as “brutalizing 

North Vietnam” he now depicted as having been “focused on selective military targets 

and did not result in indiscriminate ‘carpet-bombing’ of civilian areas.” According to 

Haig, the Christmas bombings, the most intense bombing campaign since World War 

Two, and the incursion into nominally neutral Cambodia were both “actions that I do 

not consider immoral or abuses of power.”21 The details of the operations were not 

discussed during the hearing, since they obviously were not the main subject. For 

many in the press, though, Haig’s description seemed to be at odds with what they 

remembered from those controversial episodes of the war.   

The fact that the Senate eventually confirmed Alexander Haig as secretary of 

state by a vote of 93 to 6 at least indicates that his interpretation of recent history did 

not form an unacceptable obstacle.22 Haig’s emphasis on the essential morality of 

American foreign policy was accepted within the context of Reagan’s political 

mandate. This moral dimension enabled Haig to acquit himself on an individual level 

and affirm the righteousness of the United States on a collective level at the same 

time.  

Seventeen months before Haig’s confirmation hearing, President Carter told 

the nation that the Vietnam War and Watergate had exposed the limits of American 

power and the fallibility of exceptionalism. As Carter said:   

 

We were taught that our armies were always invincible and our causes 
were always just, only to suffer the agony of Vietnam. We respected 
the Presidency as a place of honor until the shock of Watergate.23 
 

Alexander Haig, like all others in the Reagan administration, denounced vehemently 

that apologetic stance from Democrats that implied collective failure and collective 

                                                
21 “Major Points in Testimony before Senate Panel in Haig Confirmation,” The New York Times, 
January 14, 1981. 
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 75 

guilt.24 When Senator Paul Tsongas (D-MA) pressed Haig continuously during his 

confirmation hearing on Vietnam, Cambodia, and the Nixon-Kissinger foreign policy 

in general, Haig replied: “The kind of mea culpas that I sense in your question you 

want I just can’t give, because I don’t feel them.”25 In contrast, Haig emphasized the 

necessity to defend honor, freedom, liberty, and “the right to live with dignity.”26 

Haig denied culpability for Vietnam or Watergate, even though he had participated at 

the highest levels of authority. Consequently, his denial implicitly relieved those of 

lower rank than Alexander Haig, the general and the chief of staff, from the moral 

burden of Vietnam as well.  

Reagan and Haig shared the way they remembered the moral lessons of the 

Vietnam War and its legacy. From one of his first meetings with the president-elect, 

Haig recalled: “We spoke about Watergate and Vietnam and how these two tragic 

chapters in American history had leached the nation's belief in itself.”27 Reagan’s 

style of communication – apparently always agreeing with his discussion-partners 

while keeping possible reservations to himself - seemed to have strengthened Haig in 

his impression that Reagan would make him his foremost foreign policy advisor in 

order to correct this damaging legacy.28  

Haig entered the administration with the clear intention of dominating foreign 

policy. He called himself Reagan’s ‘vicar’ of foreign policy, immediately gathered his 

trusted subordinates around him, and rushed forward.29 Having learned the lessons of 

bureaucratic infighting from his mentor Henry Kissinger he prepared for inauguration 

day a National Security Decision Directive (NSDD-1) that placed the control over 

foreign policy firmly in the hands of the secretary of state. Chief of Staff James 

Baker, his deputy Michael Deaver, and Counselor Edwin Meese strongly objected to 

this, taking a different lesson from the Kissinger era: they were well aware of the 

                                                
24 Haig reacted strongly throughout his life to the allegations that his former boss Richard Nixon 
epitomized immoral leadership. As he said in 2004, Nixon was a person “most heavily imbued with the 
principle of loyalty” and “the most solicitous of all the Presidents I served.” Haig and Zimmerman, 
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25 “Major Points in Testimony before Senate Panel in Haig Confirmation,” The New York Times, 
January 14, 1981. 
26 Ibidem.  
27 Alexander M. Haig Jr, Caveat: Realism, Reagan, and Foreign Policy (London: Weidenfeld and 
Nicolson, 1984), 6. 
28 Lou Cannon and Carl M. Cannon, Reagan's Disciple: George W. Bush's Troubled Quest for a 
Presidential Legacy (New York: PublicAffairs / Perseus Books, 2008), 125. 
29 George Church, “Alexander Haig: The Vicar Takes Charge,” Time Magazine, March 16, 1981, also 
posted on http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,922441,00.html (last accessed June 14, 
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dangers to the public profile of the president if his activist secretary of state 

overshadowed him in foreign affairs – especially if that president was as 

inexperienced in international relations as Reagan was. Additionally, other critics 

thought Haig was too closely associated with Kissinger’s policy of détente from 

which they wanted to move away in favor of a policy driven more by the conservative 

ideology Reagan articulated.30 The conflicts over ideology surprised the arch-

conservative Haig somewhat, causing him to joke to one interviewer: “Imagine my 

being the 'liberal' in any Administration!”31 

 As increasingly became clear in the next few months, Haig’s ideas did not 

match Reagan’s as nicely as he thought they did. Haig, who had spoken only a few 

times with Reagan before his confirmation as secretary of state, was forced to base his 

assumptions on Reagan’s views largely on the same source as the electorate – the 

newspapers and televised speeches.32 They both obviously agreed on the moral 

aspects of the Vietnam legacy as discussed above, but Haig had given more thought to 

the strategic and operational consequences of that legacy than Reagan had. When 

explicated, these more detailed consequences no longer matched Reagan’s practice of 

balancing strong rhetoric with cautious action.  

Haig would publish his memory of the lessons of Vietnam in his 1984 memoir 

Caveat. According to Haig, the problems in Vietnam had been numerous. For 

instance, too few sons of privileged families had served in the infantry which he 

thought diminished the political will to fight the war quickly and forcefully.33 Haig 

also remembered his time in McNamara’s Pentagon: “The role of human intelligence, 

informed by history and experience and sensibility, was relegated to a secondary role 

because it was ‘fallible’.”34 Defense Secretary Robert McNamara notoriously had 

relied strongly on technological superiority and statistical analysis which, to Haig, 

ignored the merits of more conservative martial qualities. These two points, shared in 

similar terms by others in the military establishment, were beyond Haig’s reach as 

secretary of state to address.  
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34 Ibid., 121. 
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Other elements of Haig’s lessons of Vietnam did fall within his new scope of 

responsibilities. The essence of his reading of the diplomatic errors, as formulated in 

1984, was: 

 

Our primary adversary in Vietnam was the Soviet Union. North 
Vietnam and the Vietcong were Soviet surrogates. Without Soviet aid, 
they could not have mounted an effective offensive against South 
Vietnam, much less against American forces. If in the beginning we 
had been willing to go to the Soviet Union and demand an end to the 
aggression of Hanoi, and if Moscow had believed in our determination, 
there might very well have been no war.35  

 

Although Haig likely overestimates the Soviet Union’s potential to exert 

influence on North Vietnam, particularly in the unspecified early phase he calls “in 

the beginning,” it was not his intention to propose a careful examination of 

counterfactual history or the historical analogy. The crucial terms in Haig’s remarks 

coincide with the revisionist perception of the Vietnam War that Reagan had 

articulated earlier, in which historical accuracy was subordinate to the moral or 

ideological statement. Haig employed the stock-phrases of revisionist if-histories: “if 

(…) we had been willing” and “if [they] had believed in our determination.” Like the 

phrase “lack of resolve,” these terms refer to the perceived spiritual weakness of the 

United States. Concerned with the loss of conservative values that had been central 

throughout his life, Haig called Vietnam and Watergate “those ubiquitous agents of 

social corrosion,” sapping “decency,” “discipline,” and “the ability (…) to believe in 

the truthfulness of the government or in the integrity of public officials.”36   

Haig mentioned two other lessons that he derived from his experiences during 

the Vietnam War and attached to them specifically the epithet “moral lessons.” The 

first was: “He who refuses to believe the evidence before his eyes in order to protect 

an illusion will suffer for his mistake”; the second: “A President who does not know 

the whole truth cannot enjoy a full range of policy choices.”37 As will be described 

later, Haig’s tenure in the Reagan administration was frustrating and short-lived. 

Writing Caveat after his resignation, these lessons from Vietnam were likely to have 

been influenced by his experiences in the Reagan administration. The second lesson is 

particularly related to Haig’s frustration over the lack of direct access to Reagan in the 
                                                
35 Ibid., 32. 
36 Ibid., 118, 139. 
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last months of his post. It exemplifies how “moral” lessons said to be drawn from the 

memories of Vietnam can be influenced by later experiences and, in Haig’s case, a 

more general feeling of disappointment in society as expressed throughout his 

memoir. 

Haig would derive from his Vietnam experience a few more concrete policy 

guidelines. One was his rejection of “incrementalism,” a substitute term for the 

‘gradualism’ of Johnson’s war policies. For instance, in relation to the challenges in 

El Salvador that the Reagan administration faced early on, Haig looked back in 1984 

and said: “To start small, to show hesitation, was to Vietnamize the situation.”38 The 

implication that a slow build-up or a cautious approach to the situation would be the 

result of “hesitation” illustrates the moral dimension of Haig’s policy advice to act 

decisively and forcefully against any adversary.  

Another guideline called for avoiding ‘localism.’  Since, according to Haig, 

the crucial mistake in both Korea and Vietnam was “to tangle ineffectually with the 

puppets, rather than the puppet masters,” the proper way to deal with communist-

related conflicts in the Third World was to go to the “puppet master” – i.e. the USSR 

or its proxy Cuba. 39 Vietnam taught Haig that conflicts during the Cold War could 

not be judged by their local dimensions but were engineered within the larger context 

of the communist bloc. This rigid perspective of the conflict between East and West 

remained an essential part of how Alexander Haig was remembered by others as well. 

At the time of his death in 2010, The Washington Post obituary described him as “the 

ultimate Cold Warrior, seeing virtually every regional conflict as enmeshed with the 

larger struggle against the Soviet Union.”40  

 

Dominoes	  revived	  

Prior to the Vietnam War, the projection of all the communist countries as one 

monolithic, cooperative bloc was a model frequently employed by American 

policymakers to explain international threats, with the domino theory its most notable 

example. During and after Vietnam, the domino theory was denounced in the media 

and best-selling histories of the war from notables like Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., 
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Frances FitzGerald, and David Halberstam, who highlighted the failure of American 

policymakers to judge the conflict by its local peculiarities and dimensions.41 During 

the Carter administration, high-level members of the State Department like Anthony 

Lake and Leslie Gelb emphasized local dynamics in international affairs in favor of 

‘grand designs’ as their lesson from Vietnam.42 In his 1995 memoir/admission of guilt 

In Retrospect: The tragedy and lessons of Vietnam Robert McNamara named such 

misconceptions as number one on his list of “major causes for our disaster in 

Vietnam: We misjudged then – as we have seen – the geopolitical intentions of our 

adversaries (…) and we exaggerated the dangers to the United States of their 

actions.”43 

Nevertheless, events in Southeast Asia after 1973 seemed to infuse the domino 

theory with new validity through hindsight, as North Vietnam conquered the South, 

and Laos and Cambodia ‘fell’ to communism as well. A survey among American 

political, business, and religious leaders taken in 1980 illustrated that a majority 

agreed with the statement: “The lessons of Vietnam have been superseded by events 

since the U.S. withdrawal from Southeast Asia in 1975,” as well as with the 

statement: “there is considerable validity in the domino theory.”44 Defending the 

theory became a recurring element in the revisionist literature.45 

Reagan, like Haig, defended the domino theory in several speeches throughout 

the 1970s. For instance, when North Vietnam attacked Laos and Cambodia after the 

fall of Saigon in 1975, Reagan commented: “after all the ridicule it seems the 
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dominos are really falling.”46 Also, relocating the historical analogy, when the 

Panama Canal was handed over to the Panamanians in 1978, Reagan warned that it 

was “the first of several dominoes and the next domino could very well be the 

Guantanamo naval base” on Cuba. He then went on to accuse the State Department of 

“giving away” all those strategic positions during the Carter years, linking 

appeasement to the domino logic.47  

 Haig’s designating ‘localism’ as a pivotal failure during the Vietnam War 

should be understood within the context of reviving an image of a monolithic 

communist threat. Closely related to that image lay the logic of a domino theory, 

which, as we will see later, became a prominent aspect of Haig’s foreign policy in 

Central America. The second fault, of ‘incrementalism,’ was another way of 

denouncing ‘gradual escalation’ and a central aspect of the revisionist perception in 

which the military was forced to fight a war in Vietnam - and Korea for that matter - 

without being ‘allowed’ to win.  

Haig was a soldier and shared the military revanchist sentiment, but there were 

also more personal influences explaining his appreciation of this particular 

interpretation of history: his old mentors. First, Haig had been a deputy of General 

Douglas McCarthy, a man he – and Reagan - greatly admired and who became 

famous for his critiques on ‘incrementalism’ during the Korean War. Second, and 

more importantly, Henry Kissinger greatly influenced him in his perception of how 

the affairs of state should be conducted. Fearful of his dominating influence, Haig 

deliberately kept Kissinger outside the State Department but often wondered out loud: 

“What would Henry do?”48 During the Vietnam War, Kissinger, following Realist 

theory, designed and applied ‘triangular diplomacy’ between Hanoi, Moscow, and 

Beijing to end the Vietnam War. Opening diplomatic relations with China allowed 

Nixon and Kissinger to apply pressure on North Vietnam by giving benefits to China 

in exchange for their restraint on North Vietnam. Kissinger called it the policy of 

‘linkage,’ and Haig admired it as a brilliant feat of diplomacy.49 However, Haig 

seemed to have misunderstood Kissinger’s policies on a fundamental level. Kissinger 
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applied ‘triangular diplomacy’ on the basis of an acknowledgement that communism 

was not monolithic, which thus provided the possibility to gain diplomatic benefits 

from the differences between the communist factions. In contrast, Haig seemed to 

have understood Kissinger’s policies as proof that Third World revolutions always 

had a communist sponsor and therefore could only be effectively solved by addressing 

the issue on a global scale – which explains his emphasis on the harmful effects of 

‘localism’ that the Vietnam War supposedly taught him. 

As one of Haig’s aides explained his approach: “We have to harness (…) the 

full panoply of the political, economic and security assets of the United States to deal 

with this problem in Moscow, in Havana, in the regional context, the Organization of 

American States, and in Salvador itself.”50 The description resembled some elements 

of Kissinger’s application of ‘linkage,’ noted by the two former Vietnam War 

reporters Don Oberdorfer and Philip Geyelin who called Haig’s policy the ‘Son of 

Linkage.’51 Historian Garry Wills noted that Haig wanted to follow in the footsteps of 

Kissinger:  

 
Haig even thought he had his own Vietnam to run, but with a big advantage: it 
was a miniature replay of that struggle, winnable, to be executed on our terms 
and on our turf (…) Haig thought of El Salvador as a ‘good’ Vietnam, one 
where all the advantages lay with America.52 

 

After eighteen tumultuous months in the Reagan administration, Alexander Haig was 

fired as secretary of state. When he began as secretary, Haig had been under the 

impression that Reagan was just as dedicated to correcting the damage of Vietnam as 

he was. Indeed, they shared a concern for the diminished influence and credibility of 

the U.S. in world affairs. They both viewed the Vietnam War in moral terms and 

within a conservative ideology. They concurred as well on their revisionism, 

revitalizing an image of monolithic communism in which the domino theory was 

retained as an explanatory model of Third World revolutions. Nevertheless, 

something went wrong, as different memories of the Vietnam War collided within and 

outside the administration.   
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El	  Salvador	  

The first test for Reagan’s foreign policy, and for its self-proclaimed ‘vicar’ Haig, was 

a test by choice. Henry Kissinger had advised the new president: “It’s time to win 

one.”53 The first meeting of the new national security team focused on El Salvador, a 

conflict that was quickly dubbed by many from inside and outside the government as 

a ‘proving ground’ for the administration.54 President Reagan elevated El Salvador at 

that meeting to the highest priority, remarking that: “El Salvador is a good starting 

point. A victory there could set an example.” He added: “We can’t afford a defeat. El 

Salvador is the place for a victory.”55 With the stakes firmly imposed, Reagan’s aides 

focused on winning in El Salvador. 

 By 1981, El Salvador had been embroiled in civil war for more than a decade. 

Throughout the 1970s, political violence, fraudulent elections, repressive security 

forces, and leftist insurgents plagued the country and its increasingly weak economy. 

The presence of Marxist-oriented rebels caused particular concern in Washington and 

convinced American policymakers to begin training the Salvadorian security forces in 

the early 1970s in the counterinsurgency tactics remembered from Vietnam.56 When 

these security forces turned into notorious repressive death-squads, the Carter 

administration attempted in 1977 to link its economic aid to compliance with human 

rights standards, a policy which had limited effect. In 1980, the violence escalated as 
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Salvadorian government forces killed the popular archbishop Oscar Romero because 

of his criticism of the junta’s brutality. American public opinion - and conservatives 

and religious groups in particular -were appalled by the rape and killing of four 

American nuns in December 1980, causing the suspension of economic and military 

support to the El Salvadorian regime.  

 Concerned about the threatening rhetoric of Reagan, in  January 1981 the 

leftist coalition of guerillas known as the Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front 

(FMNL) staged what they called a ‘final offensive’ to overthrow the government 

before the new administration took over in Washington. Carter quickly renewed 

financial aid to prevent a total collapse of the Salvadorian economy but also discussed 

more severe measures with his advisors. National Security Advisor Zbigniew 

Brzezinski proposed that American ‘mercenaries’ fly Salvadorian helicopters and that 

armed military advisors be sent to strengthen government forces. Carter rejected both 

ideas since, in the words of one official, “the Vietnam analogy was too close.”57 

Reagan inherited thus an unstable situation to test his administration immediately.   

 As the minutes of Reagan’s first National Security Council meeting on 

February 6 clearly illustrate, El Salvador was one of the most prominent issues on the 

agenda. Entering the meeting well prepared, Alexander Haig had already ordered an 

interagency study on the topic before the first meeting with the National Security 

Council. He stated that the real problem came from Cuba and the Soviet Union. In 

line with what he remembered from Vietnam and its ‘localism,’ Haig said “we would 

get to the source of the problem” by holding these two responsible for the Salvadorian 

guerillas.58 Only in this way could the United States avoid being “dragged into 

another draining experience like Vietnam” - a memory he specifically evoked twice 

during that first meeting.59 He would later write in his memoir that “very nearly the 

first words spoken on this subject in the councils of the Reagan Administration made 

reference to the danger of ‘another Vietnam’.”60 That was true, even though Haig was 

the only one who literally uttered the words. But most importantly, as Haig later said: 

“Mr. President, this is one we can win.”61	    
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 During that first NSC meeting Haig also mentioned that “a public 

communications effort about our policy is essential.” White House Counselor Edwin 

Meese III emphasized the need for speaking with one voice, and Reagan concurred 

while stressing the psychological effect as part of rebuilding America’s credibility and 

strength when he advised his council: “For too many years, we have been telling 

adversaries what we can’t do. It is time we make them start wondering what we will 

do.”62  

 Ironically, that advice was the start of a cacophony of voices on Central 

America that recalled the public’s worst memories of Vietnam and hindered Reagan’s 

foreign policies for a long time. Following Reagan’s advice to “make them start 

wondering what we will do.” Haig raised the tension predominantly with the public 

and his colleagues, but not so much with the adversaries. For instance, after he had 

explained to reporters a certain option for supporting El Salvador, he added 

confusingly: “as a matter of fact, it may go just the other way.”63 The goal of keeping 

the adversaries in the dark backfired into an increasingly nervous reaction from the 

American public who became unsure of the intentions of Ronald Reagan and his 

soldier-statesman Haig. 

Another aspect that aroused anxiety was the lesson of Vietnam that Haig 

repeated throughout the next few months, one he already had formulated behind 

closed doors during that first NSC meeting. The possibility of ‘another Vietnam’ in 

Central America would be avoided by going to the ‘real’ source this time. An 

audience of diplomats was frightened, not comforted, when Haig said: “I wish to 

assure you that we do not intend to have another Vietnam and engage ourselves in 

another bloody conflict where the source rests outside the target area.”64 He later 

added that: “we're considering the full range of American assets that can and should 

appropriately be applied to the problems.”65 At first, the theme of ‘going to the 

source’ would be repeated by others in the administration. However, after a few 

weeks of negative press reaction to the remark, the White House disassociated itself 
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from Haig by stating that the secretary of state had made “too much of the matter,” 

which only added to the already existing confusion on Reagan’s foreign policy.66  

Haig’s remarks, spoken by the general who had advocated - and never 

regretted - the Christmas bombings and raids on Cambodia during the Vietnam War, 

were to a lot of people in the media and in Congress far too bellicose and a cause for 

concern about Haig’s and Reagan’s foreign policy. Most, if not all, commentators did 

not share Haig’s interpretation of the lessons of Vietnam where ‘localism’ and 

‘incrementalism’ were the real mistakes to be avoided. Their memories of Vietnam 

made them doubt that El Salvador was a global issue as Haig had said. They were 

more inclined to remember Vietnam because of the hubris of power, the tunnel-vision 

of policymakers, and the exaggeration of the communist threat that Third World 

countries could pose to the United States. Soon the administration found itself in a 

public battle over the interpretation of analogies with and memories of Vietnam. As 

an aide confided a month after the secretary’s first reassuring words of ‘not repeating 

Vietnam’: “[Haig] perhaps opened the jar and he didn't, perhaps, realize how many 

genies were in it.” 67 

Haig’s method of avoiding ‘another Vietnam’ did not match well with other 

interpretations within the administration. Defense Secretary Caspar Weinberger was 

also adamant about not repeating the failures of Vietnam, yet, unlike Haig, 

Weinberger perceived the dangers of over-commitment and “involuntary escalation” 

as the real lessons to be learned from Vietnam.68 Weinberger focused on rebuilding 

the strength of the U.S. armed forces by attempting to steer the administration away 

from any adventures in the Third World and was “clearly unhappy with the prospect 

of becoming involved in the Caribbean area.”69 

Yet Haig seemed to have interpreted this hesitation on the part of the defense 

secretary as part of the distrust that the military felt towards the political leadership as 

a result of the Vietnam experience. As he emphatically recalled in his memoir: “I 

sensed, and understood, a doubt on the part of the military in the political will of the 
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civilians at the top to follow through to the end on such a commitment.”70 According 

to Haig, Weinberger did not want to experience another ‘stab-in-the-back’ by the 

politicians. Weinberger himself, however, never commented along those lines; instead 

he highlighted in public the necessity of public support for military endeavors. 

Weinberger later would explain Haig’s misinterpretation of his considerations as a 

projection of Haig’s own personal feelings when he described him as “constitutionally 

unable to present an argument without an enormous amount of passion and intensity, 

heavily overlaid with a deep suspicion of the competence and motives of anyone who 

did not share his opinions.”71 

In private meetings Weinberger did initially agree with Haig that the problems 

in El Salvador stemmed from Cuba. Yet his main concern was public opinion. “I am 

not sure that most Americans understand the situation there. (…) We need to explain 

to people that this is a dangerous situation for the US, and that we may have to move 

strongly.”72 When public opinion continued to be opposed to military action in 

Central America, he thought that pushing through a military solution would do more 

harm at home than the possibility of a stronger position abroad could justify.  

Domestic support was also threatened by the very word ‘Vietnam’ as some 

within the administration - rightly - feared. As historian David Ryan noted on the 

basis of memos found in the Reagan Presidential Library, several internal 

communications from early 1981 were specifically designed to make clear “Why El 

Salvador Isn’t Vietnam.” National Security Advisor Richard Allen advised his peers 

to “try not to mention the word Vietnam; even its use may tend to validate the thesis.” 

It was further suggested that the word ‘Vietnam’ be avoided in external 

communications with the phrase “previous historical situation” recommended as a 

substitute.73 The problem discussed related to the presence of Alexander Haig in the 

administration as well, as he represented a very visible connection to the Vietnam 

War. Therefore, the administration wanted not only to disassociate itself from Haig 

but also wanted to disassociate Haig from its foreign policy in general.  

Much of the resistance Haig encountered from within the administration came 

from the so-called White House ‘troika’ (Chief of Staff James Baker, his deputy 
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Michael Deaver, and Counselor Edwin Meese). These three advisors were more 

interested in Reagan’s economic programs – a vital campaign promise – than in any 

adventures abroad. None of the three had much foreign policy experience, and their 

memories of the Vietnam War largely concerned the domestic instabilities at the 

time.74 They repeatedly clashed with the secretary of state over his aggressiveness in 

foreign policy. “If we give Al Haig his way, the next thing you know, we’ll be carpet-

bombing Central America,” Baker said.75 Haig called the three advisors the “three-

headed hydra” and accused them of deliberately denying him access to the President.  

The three advisors did not deny him access, but they did not help him either. 

Particularly James Baker wanted Reagan to concentrate on his immediate campaign 

promise regarding economic reform and did not seem overly concerned about 

correcting the damage of Vietnam. Baker was more fearful that Central America 

would threaten the fragile coalition with Texas Democrats he had forged to deliver the 

state for Reagan in the election. As Lou Cannon wrote: “Whenever Central America 

came up during the early months of the Reagan Administration, Baker changed the 

subject.”76   

Baker’s most direct experience with the ‘Vietnam syndrome’ and foreign 

policy would come only later under President Bush during his own tenure as secretary 

of state in the Gulf War of 1991. In fact, in an interview I held with Baker in 2007, he 

did not recall the dominant presence of the Vietnam analogy within the administration 

that many other sources indicate. Recalling in 2007, with his Gulf War experience 

likely overshadowing the early 1980s, he stated: “I think that Vietnam was mainly 

brought up by the opposition. It was not an elephant in the room, so to say.” 77 

 

Congress	  remembers	  the	  dominoes	  

After the initial wish of Reagan to make a forceful stance in El Salvador, the president 

soon realized that the memories of Vietnam still imposed a limitation, despite his 

rhetorical power, but that their effects could be averted in El Salvador by publicly 

rejecting an increase in military advisors or sending troops to the region. As Baker 

stated: “We thought that Vietnam would not apply as long as we did not send military 
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personnel into El Salvador.”78 But by judging the influence of the Vietnam memories 

as limited only to instances where American soldiers were deployed, Reagan and 

Baker misunderstood the power of those memories. Echoes of the domino theory 

caused much concern and restricted Reagan’s policy as a consequence.  

After only six weeks in office, Reagan was asked to comment on the parallels 

between El Salvador in 1981 and Vietnam in the 1960s. There were no American 

troops in El Salvador, but military advisors had been sent recently. The distinction 

between the advisors and troops was ambiguous, and to some irrelevant, as the 

Vietnam War started with only ‘advisors’ under Eisenhower and Kennedy as well. 

Debate ensued in the media on a possible repetition of the Vietnam scenario, but 

Reagan stated: 

 
I don't believe it is a valid parallel. I know that many people have been 
suggesting that. The situation here is, you might say, our front yard; it 
isn't just El Salvador. What we're doing, in going to the aid of a 
government that asked that aid of a neighboring country and a friendly 
country in our hemisphere, is try to halt the infiltration into the 
Americas by terrorists, by outside interference and those who aren't 
just aiming at El Salvador but, I think, are aiming at the whole of 
Central and possibly later South America -- and, I'm sure, eventually 
North America. But this is what we're doing, is trying to stop this 
destabilizing force of terrorism and guerilla warfare and revolution 
from being exported in here, backed by the Soviet Union and Cuba and 
those others that we've named. And we have taken that evidence to 
some of our allies. So, I think the situation is entirely different. 79 

 

For those who remembered the Vietnam War differently, Reagan’s reply 

offered no reassurance. Except for the negation of the parallel in the first and last 

sentence, and a shift in geography, all the other words in his answer only seemed to 

confirm the similarities between both the problem and the proposed cure. Reagan said 

“it isn’t just El Salvador” and mentioned “outside interference” creating “guerilla 

warfare” aimed at the immediate region but that would eventually reach North 

America. The situation was not “entirely different,” as Reagan put it; indeed it was 

exactly like the domino theory. That was in fact also precisely what Reagan tried to 

say, as on another occasion addressing the situation in Central America he told the 
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audience: “It is time that the people of the Unites States realize that under the domino 

theory, we’re the last domino.”80  

A few days before Reagan gave his reply to the reporter, Alexander Haig’s 

State Department instigated the return of the domino theory to the public debate with 

the publication of a so-called White Paper. As a result of the interagency study group 

on El Salvador that Haig had created the day he came into office, the State 

Department published a selection of its findings on February 23, 1981 – after James 

Baker had successfully delayed publication for three weeks. 

It listed evidence that “over the past year the insurgency in El Salvador has 

been progressively transformed into another case of indirect armed aggression against 

a small Third World country by Communist powers acting through Cuba.”81 It cited 

captured documents that supposedly provided evidence of a flow of arms to the 

Salvadorian left supplied by countries such as Yemen and Ethiopia. Those arms were 

used to challenge the provisional government of the Christian Democrat José 

Napoleon Duarte. Ironically, the document also noted evidence of American M-16 

rifles, captured by North Vietnam during the war in Indochina and now sent from 

Vietnam to El Salvador.  

Emphasizing its readiness to face such a challenge the administration stepped 

up its strong rhetoric on the day of publication of the White Paper. The first to do so 

was White House Counselor Edwin Meese III, who said that Ronald Reagan would 

not rule out “any actions” against Cuba for its support to El Salvadorian guerillas. 

Paraphrasing Reagan’s remarks in de first NSC meeting, Meese said that the 

administration wanted the Cubans to “go to bed every night wondering what we will 

do the next day.” 82  

The White Paper backfired in numerous ways, most prominently by arousing 

bad memories among several Congressmen. On the 25th of February, 1981, the House 

Appropriations subcommittee on foreign assistance held a meeting with Assistant 

Secretary of State for Latin American Affairs John Bushnell in response to this White 

Paper. The emotional flashbacks of Vietnam during this meeting turned the officially 

classified meeting into a headline event. To emphasize the international communist 
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context of the Salvadorian guerrilla war, Bushnell reiterated at the House 

Appropriations meeting the “major effort by communist countries worldwide in the 

domestic equation in El Salvador.” In order to redress that inequality, Bushnell 

explained to the committee that extra military supplies for the Duarte government 

were needed, and that the administration was considering sending 50 army specialists 

to help train the Salvadorian troops. Because of  the administration’s fear of arousing 

negative Vietnam memories, Bushnell also emphasized that the U.S. would not send 

American troops into El Salvador. The chairman of the subcommittee, Rep. Clarence 

D. Long (D-MD), acknowledged the president’s intention to avoid “a Vietnam thing” 

but wasn’t convinced the strategy would work. “I don’t think Johnson [had that 

intention] either, or at least he said he didn’t. Somehow we got in there,” 

Representative Long said. 83 

Long skeptically criticized Bushnell, pointing to the tempting targets these 

U.S. trainers would be and citing an official involved in the planning who said that if 

U.S. Army personnel were wounded or killed by guerrillas, it would provoke the U.S. 

“to come down on their necks.” “You see, you are setting up a scenario,” Long said, 

“I think this indicates an Administration which is doing very much - making the same 

mistake as my own Democratic Administration did 18 years ago; got us into a war, 

declaring nothing but good intentions the whole time.”84 The administration might not 

have any intentions of sending U.S. troops, but “if you set yourself in a situation 

where certain events become inevitable, that is the same thing [as having a plan].”85   

Haig’s assistant Bushnell replied by depicting the alternative: doing nothing 

and letting the insurgents take over. “The situation in neighboring countries, such as 

Guatemala and Honduras, is very weak…It seems to me there is even a greater threat 

to us down the line and to my children (…) if (…) the worldwide communist network 

(…) can develop more Cuba’s.” Long reacted furiously:  

 

Long: “Are you giving me the old domino theory all over again which 
I heard spouted for years and years and which I used myself until I got 
sick and tired of hearing my own words? Is that what you are giving 
me?” 
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Bushnell: “I didn’t use that famous word.” 
Long: “Isn’t that the idea?”86 

 

Clarence Long had warned John Bushnell just a moment before about his 

ideas on Vietnam: “I feel very strongly about it because my son went there.” In fact, 

he was the only member of Congress whose son had been wounded in the Vietnam 

War during the entire conflict. “I listened to all these people come in with their nice 

blue eyes, their beautiful medals, telling us we weren’t going to get involved in a land 

war in Asia,” Long told Bushnell bitterly. His own circumstances had personalized 

the Vietnam War to a far higher degree than most of his colleagues at the time, which 

turned him into a critic on the war relatively early on.  

The whole Appropriations meeting seemed to discuss Vietnam in more depth 

than Central America. Both the Representatives and the members of the 

administration frequently referred off-handily to ‘lessons’ and ‘faults’ of Vietnam, but 

given the general disagreements on so many aspects of that war, it resulted in a 

heated, emotional, but above all else confusing meeting. Soon after Clarence Long 

had so vigorously denounced a new domino logic, strongly implying a general 

condemnation of that theory, Representative Mickey Edwards (R-OK) openly doubted 

if it had been discredited and asked if “we may see in Latin America precisely what 

has happened in Southeast Asia.” Since after the fall of Saigon in 1975 Vietnam had 

indeed invaded Laos and Cambodia, the domino theory had regained much credibility 

with hindsight among former hawks and conservatives.  Well aware of the impact 

specific words and terminology could have in evoking the memories of Vietnam, 

Edwards deliberately avoided the term ‘falling dominoes,’ yet he replaced it 

mockingly with “falling cards.” 87  

Haig’s White Paper not only raised skepticism in Congress but also within the 

Washington press corps. The Washington Post consistently placed the word 

‘evidence’ between quotation marks in their headlines and stories on the White Paper, 

and an editorial by Richard Ullman in The New York Times detected an “obsessive 

concern to demonstrate that the United States can no longer be pushed around” and 

warned against “disaster” if the administration continued its aggressive and 
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inappropriate course in El Salvador that this White Paper apparently preluded.88 The 

number of analogies with Vietnam in the public debate reached new heights, 

including contributions by high-profile critics such as the recently ousted ambassador 

to El Salvador Robert White who stated before Representative Long’s Appropriations 

Committee that the Salvadorian government was “perfectly capable of handling the 

situation" without U.S. military aid, that the Pentagon had always misjudged the 

leftist guerilla threat, and that the government forces Reagan supported were in fact 

conducting brutal and indiscriminate executions among the population of El Salvador. 

“When you can see we are headed for a new Vietnam situation, you have to take a 

stand,” White explained his position to reporters after the hearing.89   

By that time, the memories of Vietnam were literally on the streets. In early 

March, picketers gathered in front of Alexander Haig’s house protesting against his 

Central America policies, and campuses around the country became that month again 

the centers of demonstrations with speakers often recalling their last big protests 

against government policies– which was during the Vietnam War. Representative 

Long, who enjoyed a considerable increase in media attention following his 

Appropriations Committee hearing, started a campaign to specifically deny funds for 

U.S. military advisors.  

When the administration’s request for five million dollars in aid was discussed 

in the Senatorial counterpart of Long’s House committee two weeks later, the 

Vietnam analogies were brought up as well. Expecting the bad memories to surface 

anyhow, Haig’s deputy, Undersecretary of State Walter Stoessel, stated in his 

testimony that “we are doing this (…) with the lessons of the past very much in mind. 

El Salvador is not another Vietnam.”90 But like their colleagues in the House, the 

Senators were not easily reassured, particularly because Stoessel added that the level 

of assistance to El Salvador had to respond “not only to the present situation, but to 

the potential of the other side to create further violence.” Involuntary escalation was 

much feared. Should U.S. advisors be attacked or killed would a response would 

become inevitable? Chairman of the Committee Mark O. Hatfield (R-OR) described 

the dominant concern in the Committee: “The Senate is not about to retrace those 
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steps that led us into the longest war in Southeast Asia.”91 Before the Senatorial 

meeting, Representative Long warned the Senators in the committee by invoking the 

institutional memory of Congress when he said: “it may be that what they are really 

looking for is a kind of Gulf of Tonkin resolution,” referring to the resolution that 

President Johnson used to considerably expand U.S. involvement in Vietnam without 

asking for an official declaration of war from Congress.92  

Congressmen, the press, and the public were highly focused on pointing out 

analogies with Vietnam throughout March, 1981. When Senator Jesse Helms (R-NC) 

commented on the critics of Reagan’s plans for El Salvador: “When tough decisions 

come up, there are always some nervous Nellies who wouldn't turn on the garden hose 

if their house was on fire,” Philip Geyelin from The Washington Post was quick to 

point out that Lyndon Johnson had also used the term “nervous Nellies” when he 

referred to unsupportive Congressmen.93 Concerns were also aroused outside the 

United States. Italian President Sandro Pertini, for instance, sent a letter to Ronald 

Reagan urging him not to turn El Salvador into another Vietnam, and even China 

issued a statement with a similar warning.94 White House mail was running 10 to 1 

against Reagan’s policy in El Salvador, and a Gallup Poll showed two out of three 

Americans feared ‘another Vietnam.’95  

The administration did not anticipate this volatile reaction, in part because 

central figures around Reagan understood the legacy of the Vietnam War as 

something quite different from what was now heard in Congress and on the streets. 

According to people like Alexander Haig, the Vietnam syndrome had been a lack of 

resolve in foreign policy on the part of the government that resulted in a damaged 

strategic position and self-image. Powerful measures in El Salvador were supposed to 

cure the syndrome, yet these measures were now attacked mainly on the basis of 
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memories of Vietnam. In late February Reagan characterized the concerns of 

involuntary escalation in El Salvador: “I think it’s part of the Vietnam syndrome.” 96  

As if attempting to put it to rest immediately, he awarded that same evening 

the military’s highest decoration, the Medal of Honor, to Vietnam veteran Roy 

Benavidez. The award had been approved months earlier under the Carter 

administration, but a ceremony was postponed because, according to Defense 

Secretary Caspar Weinberger, that administration “had not wanted to do anything that 

reminded the people of Vietnam.”97 Usually, the secretary would award the medal, 

but Weinberger decided to ask Reagan to do it as a symbolic act. Then, Reagan 

insisted on reading the accompanying citation of heroism himself, which deviated 

from protocol as well. Before awarding the medal to Benavidez, Reagan repeated his 

now familiar position on the Vietnam War that Americans had fought “as bravely and 

as well as any Americans in our history.” The United States forces withdrew, he 

added, “not because they'd been defeated, but because they'd been denied permission 

to win.”98 Weinberger was moved by the occasion, and said later: “It was one of those 

moments that remains fixed in the memory as one of the bright spots of the 

presidency.”99 

However, if the public’s fierce reaction did not have an effect on Reagan’s 

rhetoric on the Vietnam War itself, it did result in a more conciliatory tone on El 

Salvador. After the brief surge in forceful rhetoric that that coincided with the 

publication of the White Paper, Reagan now did not miss an opportunity to publicly 

emphasize the limited scope of U.S. military involvement in El Salvador and the 

increase in diplomatic and economic solutions under consideration. As a testimony to 

the ambiguity of the ‘lessons of Vietnam,’ some considered this a well-learned lesson 

from Vietnam as well, as Secretary of Health and Human Services Richard Schweiker 

said: “I think [Reagan] is taking the Vietnam experience with him. He learned from 

Vietnam, we all did. You can't fight somebody else's war, you can only help them.” 

Yet to a reader of The New York Times, the memory of Vietnam entailed something 
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else. He expressed his concerns about the Administration’s Manichean anti-

communist position on Central America by giving a positive spin to the ‘lessons of 

Vietnam’:  

 
It does indeed spell the death of the short-lived ‘Vietnam syndrome,’ which 
represented a healthy recognition of the limit of U.S. military power; instead, 
the pervasive cold-war mentality of the Truman Doctrine still paralyzes U.S. 
foreign policy, almost 35 years after its inception. 100 
 
On March 25, Congress eventually agreed to grant the administration’s request 

for 5 million dollars in military aid but not until it had expressed its strong 

reservations to the Reagan administration. A narrow 8-7 vote in the House Committee 

was achieved not by persuading the Congressmen on the issue, but more, as 

Representative Silvio O. Conte (R-MA) confessed, because they felt “obliged” to 

support the first foreign policy initiative from a president who had just won a 

convincing election victory. Moreover, Conte placed his comments within the context 

of lost credibility after Vietnam, as he said: “To fail to support the President will send 

a wrong signal to Cuba and the Soviet Union.” 101 In doing so, Conte knew well that 

he voted against the will of a large segment of his own constituents. Alexander Haig 

had also called Conte and all other members of the committee the evening before the 

vote, promising them to add over 60 million dollars in economic assistance to the 5 

million in military aid to El Salvador.102  

With the administration’s approach towards El Salvador evoking too many 

conflicting memories from the Vietnam War, the administration failed to meet the 

objectives it had set out in its first National Security Council meeting, where the talk 

had been of El Salvador as a “proving ground” and “the place for a victory” and of the 

need for clear communication with the public to explain the importance of the threat 

El Salvador posed for the United States. Administration officials deliberately 

reintroduced the domino theory into the public debate, expecting an effect exactly the 

opposite effect from what eventually emerged: a rejection of the theory’s logic and 

thereby the validity of the Central American threat. In the end, Congress 

unenthusiastically agreed to support the El Salvadorian government limited military 
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assistance through advisors, but Reagan’s first foreign policy test was secured not by 

the conviction that the cause was righteous, but by political deals and a reluctance to 

deny an incoming president his first request. Reagan himself, however, did not seem 

to grasp why his foreign policy intentions were frustrated. To him, ‘Vietnam’ clearly 

meant something different than it did to others, as argued in the previous chapter. His 

failure to grasp some of the alternative connotations associated with remembering 

‘Vietnam’ explains how he could come to write in 1990: “I never understood the 

depth of the emotional resistance among some members of Congress to helping the 

government of El Salvador.”103 

 

The	  ‘final	  domino’	  falls	  -‐	  again	  

After this narrow victory, the White House successfully kept El Salvador out of the 

news for some time. Yet three months after the publication of the White Paper that 

had instigated so much debate on a possible new ‘Vietnam,’ it backfired for a second 

time, again accompanied by troublesome memories of the Vietnam War. The debates 

again illustrated different viewpoints on how to remember the war itself, but recalled, 

more intensely than before, the domestic divisions over Vietnam as well. 

When the White Paper was published in February 1981, former Vietnam War 

correspondent from The Washington Post Don Oberdorfer was struck by a compelling 

déjà-vu. He compared the White Paper with a similar document issued in 1965 titled 

“Aggression from the North” that had also proved with “massive evidence” through 

captured documents that the international communist context empowered North 

Vietnam in its goal of conquering the sovereign people in the South.104 Since the 

White Paper in 1965 had turned out to be a gross exaggeration, journalists like 

Oberdorfer immediately put these new State Department findings under intense 

scrutiny. Several individuals and journals critical of Central American policy had 

already questioned the analysis of the State Department, but in early June The Wall 

Street Journal - usually supportive of Reagan’s policies - published the results of its 

own investigations. As it turned out, the White Paper was filled with errors and 

guesses, and the only hard evidence that could be confirmed was the existence of one 
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airplane ticket from a Salvadorian revolutionary to Moscow.105 Alexander Haig had 

another explanation for why the White Paper was so heavily criticized: “We had told 

impermissible truth,” he would write in his memoirs a few years later.106 

The prominence of El Salvador in the newspapers had irritated many aides 

close to Reagan and cooled the relationship between them and Alexander Haig even 

further. Particularly the ‘troika’ of Meese, Baker, and Deaver were concerned that 

Reagan’s main election promise – the restructuring of the economy –was losing 

visibility. They successfully pushed Central America down on the agenda, frustrating 

Haig. State Department officials wanted to regain support for the Salvadorian issue in 

July 1981 – deliberately during summer recess of university campuses to minimize 

the possibility of protest – by writing a second White Paper but eventually cancelled 

their efforts. As a result, El Salvador was out of the news for the rest of Reagan’s first 

year. 107  

It was not until early 1982 that the State Department started a new campaign to 

rally support as they requested from Congress nearly 100 million dollars in aid to El 

Salvador. Yet this second attempt was just as hampered by Vietnam memories as the 

first one. On February 8, 1982, Alexander Haig denied any resemblance between 

Central America and Vietnam: “I think the Central American case is very, very 

different (…) This is a profound challenge to the security of our hemisphere, to the 

whole character of the southern hemisphere, its political orientation and its 

compatibility with traditional hemispheric values.” Again, his description of Central 

America did not sound so different from what many people remembered from 

Vietnam and the domino theory when he talked about “the creation, first in 

Nicaragua, of a totalitarian, militarized state which is subservient to Cuban and Soviet 

influence,” and mentioned “externally mounted subversion” as the cause of 

instability. Arguing that a determined effort from the beginning would actually 

prevent ‘another Vietnam,’ Haig added: “Had it been determined at that time that 

South Vietnam was indeed a vital challenge to fundamental American interests, then 
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perhaps some of the conduct of the whole affair would have been somewhat 

differently handled.”108 

While White House press secretaries repeated again and again that the 

president “would not send troops to El Salvador and has no plans to do so,” Haig 

continued with the line of rhetoric discussed during Reagan’s first National Security 

Council meeting. Haig left the enemy (and the American public) guessing by adding 

reservations like “at the moment” and emphasizing that the United States would do 

“whatever is necessary” in El Salvador.109 When ambassador to El Salvador Deane 

Hinton also confessed that there may be no choice but to go for a military victory, 

renewed confusion about the administration’s intentions in Central America was 

complete.110  

In February 1982, as in the previous year, different memories favored different 

solutions. Senators debating Reagan’s request for 100 million dollars in aid 

remembered their institution’s failure to scrutinize the situation in Vietnam more 

thoroughly. Senator Christopher Dodd (D-CT) described the atmosphere in the Senate 

Foreign Relations Committee:  

 
The situation in El Salvador is all too reminiscent for many of us of a decade 
and a half ago (…) Because we failed to properly debate the issue before we 
became too deeply involved and enmeshed and mired in Vietnam, we found 
ourselves in an extremely difficult situation.111 
 

Another of Haig’s deputies, Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American 

Affairs Thomas Enders, tried to create a sense of urgency among committee members 

by using domino rhetoric that persuaded nobody: “There is no mistaking that the 

decisive battle for Central America is under way in El Salvador. If, after Nicaragua, 

El Salvador is captured by a violent minority, who in Central America would not live 

in fear?” He was supported by none other then General Westmoreland, commander of 

U.S. forces in Vietnam from 1964 to 1968, who confirmed that “the domino theory 

has validity in Central America. If El Salvador falls, after Nicaragua, then Guatemala, 
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Honduras, and Costa Rica could go. After that, there's nothing standing in the way of 

the Panama Canal.”112  

The press was quick to point out that Thomas Enders had been previously 

stationed at the U.S. embassy in Cambodia where he directed Kissinger’s secret 

bombing raids during the Vietnam War. Another, more substantial concern was the 

abominable human rights record of the Salvadorian regime that the requested 100 

million dollars was intended to support. An increasing amount of evidence 

documented that Salvadorian government forces had conducted massacres among the 

local population, indiscriminately killing unarmed civilians, women, and children. 

The New York Times had reported only a month before on the massacre that occurred 

in the village of El Mozote with 733 to 926 victims, mostly children, women, and 

elderly.113 Not only did such accounts bring back the memories of the notorious 

massacres in Vietnam at My Lai, but they also seemed to turn Haig’s warning of the 

creation of a “totalitarian, militarized state” if the Salvadorian government was not 

assisted upside down, as such a state seemed to be already in place and supported by 

the U.S. government. 

 Government officials like Thomas Enders denied that massacres had occurred 

at El Mozote and blamed the reporter, Raymond Bonner, for exaggerating the story 

and publishing propaganda for the communist guerillas.114 When The Wall Street 

Journal criticized the negative reporting on El Salvador in mid-February, reminding 

its readers that a similar type of journalism had undermined support for government 

policies during the Vietnam War, the famous Vietnam War reporter David 

Halberstam responded with passion. He pointed out that, as in Vietnam, the 

journalists were not giving their own views but were paraphrasing and quoting U.S. 

military officials on the ground. However, supporters of the Vietnam War had blamed 

Halberstam himself at the time for politicized reporting, and part of the ‘stab-in-the-

back’ theory about the loss in Vietnam blamed the ‘liberal’ press for manipulating 
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public opinion.115 Now, during the debates on El Salvador, it seemed as if this 

memory of the domestic disputes over Vietnam needed to be settled as well.116    

In the days following the Enders’ hearing, Representative John Murtha (D-

PA) - himself a Vietnam veteran - warned against “deciding these kinds of debates on 

the emotions of Vietnam,” yet the sentiments were obviously undeniable.117 Old 

domestic wars were played out when journalists placed old doves and hawks against 

each other to comment on El Salvador and the ensuing debates. The archetypical dove 

from the Johnson administration George Ball lamented that “the music and words 

seem to be almost a plagiarization. I have the feeling we've heard it all before, but in 

another setting.” In response, the notorious hawk Walt Rostow was quoted in the 

same article blaming the “the same bunch” of “left-intellectuals” and journalists and 

their “knee-jerk” reaction that “romanticizes terrorists”. “I fear for my country,” 

Rostow concluded.118   

The administration’s second aid request of 100 million dollars also obliged 

Alexander Haig to go to Capitol Hill on March 3, 1982 in what turned out to be his 

last Congressional hearing as secretary of state. Haig repeated his now familiar 

perception on the threat from El Salvador, mentioning a variety of the domino theory 

and the external control for which he now claimed to have “overwhelming and 

irrefutable” evidence (that he did not disclose). 119 But Haig also placed the burden on 

the shoulders of ‘the public’ and the press. 

 In the final years of the Vietnam War, as the public withdrew its support, the 

American government was forced to stop the war.120 While in the Nixon White 
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House, Haig prided himself for advocating a continuation of military efforts to 

achieve the best possible peace agreement in Vietnam, even as the political pressure 

to withdraw became overwhelming. Haig claimed to have said “Mr. President, better 

you be impeached for doing what’s right for our people.”121  

During Haig’s last hearing as secretary of state in 1982, Congressmen told him 

that many Americans feared a ‘new Vietnam’ and that they therefore opposed the 

administration’s plans in Central America. Haig confirmed that the memories of 

Vietnam indeed installed fear – of half-hearted measures. He expressed his opinion 

that the policies in Central America would continue to be supported as long as people 

were convinced “that we are going to succeed and not flounder as we did in 

Vietnam.” He also blamed the press, for “a terrible distortion of reality and one which 

overlooks a number of fundamental differences [between Vietnam and El 

Salvador].”122 

Haig did not hide his contempt when Representative Gerry E. Studds (D-MA) 

confronted him. In the preceding weeks, Studds had frequently invoked in the press 

his own memories of the Vietnam War, when he was part of the antiwar movement 

and worked for the 1968 campaign of Eugene McCarthy. Haig, the general, asked 

Studds where he was during the war. The Representative fired back that the “terribly 

mistaken” involvement in Vietnam had inspired him to start his political career, to 

which Haig acerbically said: “O yes, now I remember.”123 

Central America was not only about refighting the domestic divisions from 

Vietnam, but also about figuring out the right course for America to take in 

international affairs. Haig, who had learned the tricks of the trade from arch-realist 

Henry Kissinger, based his perception of the problem on both this schooling and his 

personal experiences from the Vietnam era. His position had not shifted since his 

confirmation hearings in January 1981. He would not repeat the mistake of Vietnam 

                                                                                                                                       
Betts, The Irony of Vietnam: The System Worked (Washington D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1979), 352-
354.  
121 Haig and Zimmerman, Pillars of Success, 24. 
122 Bernard Gwertzman, “Haig Claims Proof Outsiders Direct Salvador Rebels: Excerpts from 
Testimony,” The New York Times, March 3, 1982, p A12.  
123 John M. Goshko, “Salvador Rebels Controlled Externally, Haig Charges,” The Washington Post, 
March 3, 1982. Gerry Studds was also one of the few openly gay Congressmen. The exchange with 
Haig, who presented the image of a strong-willed general who confronts a weak-hearted protester, can 
also be seen within this context of gender, as if a lack in masculinity in both Vietnam and El Salvador 
was a suitable analogy as well. 



 102 

by letting the United States confront an enemy while the ‘source’ of the problem lay 

elsewhere. 

 

Haig’s interpretation of the lessons of Vietnam was very clear and consistent, but the 

many alternative memories of Vietnam that also exerted their influence proved to be 

extremely multifaceted and confusing. Eventually, these memories would contribute 

to the impossibility of retaining Alexander Haig as secretary of state. His frustration 

with the White House staff and the fact that many of his policy initiatives were either 

derailed or failed to materialize made his already difficult personality even more 

pronounced. In fact, it can be argued that Haig already had made his exit inevitable 

after little more than two months on the job. When Reagan was shot on March 30, 

1981, Haig notoriously declared before a full press room: “As of now, I am in control 

here.” The remark was widely perceived – and ridiculed - as a typical attempt by Haig 

to overextend his authority, although Haig’s intention was to reassure the world that 

the Executive Branch was not left without any direction.124 Another factor that 

contributed to Haig’s demise as secretary of state was his failed attempt at ‘shuttle 

diplomacy’ between Washington, London, and Buenos Aires to prevent the Falklands 

War in 1982. All these factors contributed to Reagan loss of his trust in Haig. The 

president accepted his resignation on June 25, 1982 – a resignation that Haig never 

actually had offered.  

Haig later said that a lack in consistency in foreign policy and the “cacophony 

of voices” with which the administration spoke were the two main reasons why he did 

not succeed in the Reagan administration.125 To Haig, consistency was the 

cornerstone needed to rebuild those things lost in Vietnam: trust from the public at 

home, trustworthiness towards the allies, and the projection of a credible threat 

towards the communist adversaries. However, the “cacophony” that ensued in large 

part due to different interpretations within the Administration on how to correct 

through action in El Salvador the damage caused by Vietnam made success in that 

effort impossible for Haig.  

Haig thought his understanding of the history of the Vietnam War was the 

same as Reagan’s, and to a large degree that was true. They shared a memory of lost 
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conservative values, mainly, for which the Vietnam War functioned as a metaphor. 

They also agreed on the existence of a monolithic anticommunism that validated the 

domino theory. That viewpoint highly influenced their perception of the threat El 

Salvador posed to the United States, but when Haig and others applied the domino 

theory to explain that threat in press conferences and congressional hearings, other 

recollections of Vietnam were evoked which severely hindered Reagan’s ability to 

achieve his intended goals in El Salvador. 

But the impact of these memories was not only the result of a conflict between 

the administration and its opponents. As the “cacophony” indicates, there were 

important differences within the administration as well. The shared conservative 

values and the wish to highlight their distance from the policies of Carter gave Leslie 

Gelb the impression at the start of Reagan’s presidency that “there is an almost 

unprecedented degree of ideological uniformity on the substance of foreign issues 

compared with that of any Administration over that period of time.”126  

Yet underneath a shared conservative outer shell lay the internal divisions over 

Vietnam. The Vietnam experience taught Haig to make El Salvador a ‘proving 

ground’ and possibly invade Cuba, while Weinberger learned from it to avoid 

possible quagmires. Also, Vietnam taught Haig lessons for diplomacy that were 

highly influenced by his experiences with Henry Kissinger as his mentor in Realist 

theory, although Haig’s interpretation of Realism supported a monolithic view of 

communism to a much higher degree than the diplomacy of Kissinger demonstrated. 

Also, Haig’s ideas on diplomacy were less sophisticated and were more in line with 

traditional American conservative values. One important aspect of Haig’s ideas 

related to Central America was that ‘localism’ should be avoided, which elevated El 

Salvador to a global podium that few outside or inside the administration thought it 

actually deserved in the end.  

But as Haig’s position became untenable, a considerable group of neo-

conservative ideologues, positioned just below the top-level policymakers, continued 

to focus on Central America as the place to impose the ‘proper’ memories of 

Vietnam. As the reactions from the press and Congress described in this chapter 

indicate, these memories could impose a restricting impact on foreign policy – in line 

with the common description of the ‘Vietnam syndrome.’ But as Haig’s insistence on 
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action illustrates, and the much more ideologically oriented officials will further 

demonstrate in the next chapter, the memories of Vietnam had a notable activist 

impact on Reagan’s foreign policy as well.       
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3.	  Remembering	  Vietnam	  in	  Central	  America:	  the	  words	  and	  the	  
deeds.	  
 

After the resignation of Secretary of State Alexander Haig in July 1982, his successor 

George Shultz steered Reagan’s foreign policy into calmer waters, giving almost no 

attention to Central America in his first few months. However, leftist insurgencies and 

regimes remained an issue in Central America, as the Reagan administration 

continued to fear regional destabilization and the perception of American impotence 

in the face of revolutionary movements if the United States could not stop them.  

 Before he left the administration, Alexander Haig had presented these 

problems, and the intended solutions, within the framework of his own  memories of 

Vietnam: quick and decisive action, aimed at the source of the problem, should 

prevent the dominoes from falling and restore American credibility. Congress and 

public opinion reacted with a solution based on other interpretations of the Vietnam 

War: with the intention to avoid ‘quagmires’ where bellicose presidents could 

demonstrate their fortitude at the cost of taxes and American lives.  

 When Haig left, a group within the administration with strong and distinct 

memories of the errors of Vietnam perceived Central America as the perfect antidote 

to cure the hangover of the war, yet not necessarily in the same way as Alexander 

Haig had seen the region as a ‘proving ground.’ In contrast to Haig, this group was in 

general more idealistic, less informed, and less controlled by their superiors and peers. 

It consisted of individuals from middle management in several institutions involved 

with Central American policy, most notably the State Department, the Defense 

Department, the CIA, and the National Security Council. 

 In previous chapters, I have argued how certain memories of the Vietnam War 

came to influence the perception of international security issues, as well as of 

American society as a whole, fostering a view that the U.S. was in need of moral and 

spiritual revival after the damaging experience of Vietnam and of the 1960s in a 

broader sense. In this chapter, I will demonstrate how this perception was transformed 

into action by a group who was intensely driven by their wish to correct the damage 

created as a result of the Vietnam War. In a first, short section, I will illustrate how 

they lobbied to return Central America to the top of the foreign policy agenda and to 

persuade Congress and public opinion of the threat from the region – despite the 

previous lack of success under Haig. Then, in the second and longer section, I will 
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describe how they changed their tactics after the public campaigns failed and resorted 

to covert activity. As I will argue, in these public and covert actions, individual, 

institutional, and collective memories on the Vietnam War interacted with each other 

and served as a guide, a catalyst and a lens through which both problem and solution 

in Central America were perceived. These memories highly influenced Reagan’s 

foreign policy and even threatened to destroy his presidency as a whole.  

 

The issues in Central America were obviously complex and difficult to assess for 

policy-makers, Congress, and the press corps alike. The complexity of the issue may 

be best illustrated by the turnaround of Representative Clarence Long, who had 

vehemently opposed aid to El Salvador on the basis of his fear that it would turn into 

‘another Vietnam.’ In February 1981, Long had strongly criticized Assistant Secretary 

of State for Latin American Affairs John Bushnell for mentioning the domino theory 

in relation to Central America during a congressional hearing and frequently sought 

the press ever since to voice his concerns. However, beginning in late 1982, Long 

flew to the region on several occasions and slowly adjusted his opinion. By April 

1983, he had reversed his position and was now advocating support for a request from 

the Reagan administration for aid to Central America that contained even more funds 

than the requests Long had been instrumental in defeating in 1981 and 1982. In fact, 

Long’s support was pivotal in securing 30 million dollars to support El Salvador 

which was voted by the House on April 27, 1983, according to Rep. Jack Kemp (R-

NY): “I don’t think there would be any assistance to El Salvador were it not for 

him.”1 

 Long’s reversal was unusual, as he had warned in 1981 against becoming 

embroiled in what he called “a Vietnam thing.” As he said at the time: “I don’t think 

Johnson [had that intention to stay involved in Vietnam] either, or at least he said he 

didn’t. Somehow we got in there.”2 Now, almost two years later, he defended his 

reversal on aid to El Salvador in puzzling terms. He now not only seemed resigned to 

the “Vietnam thing” he had previously warned against, but actively advocated 
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support. “I think we should have stayed out, but we’re in now,” he told a reporter.3 

Long listed his reasons for supporting aid now: since 1982, he had observed 

constitutional reforms in El Salvador and an improvement of the human rights record. 

Moreover, he feared a right-wing military coup in El Salvador, and aid now could 

help the moderate party retain its hold.  

 Long’s reversal was met with criticism but also illustrated the general 

confusion and complexity of the issues in Central America. While Long supported the 

aid request out of fear for a right-wing military coup, others favored it because they 

feared a Marxist take-over. As much remained unclear about the volatile situations in 

countries like El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Honduras, many Americans inside and 

outside the government had difficulty assessing whether aid would have positive or 

negative effects on issues like human rights, democracy, civil war, and the threat that 

Marxist movements in the region posed to the United States.   

Yet within the Reagan administration, an increasingly powerful group, situated 

at the bureaucratic mid-level, had considerably fewer doubts on Central America and 

attempted to persuade Congress and the general public to accept their views that were 

in large part based on how they remembered the Vietnam War. As argued in the 

previous chapter, Alexander Haig was already convinced about the threat from the 

region and based his intended response largely on what he considered a Realist 

foreign policy. After Haig’s departure, a much more ideologically inclined, pro-active 

group of people emerged who crossed institutional boundaries. Some of them were 

‘civilian militarists’ – civilians in policy positions who consistently advocated 

military solutions to defense and security issues.4 Some of them had dealt mostly with 

the issues of East-West confrontation and nuclear policy, while others had gained 

either diplomatic or military experience during the Vietnam War. All firmly believed 

in the ability of United States policy to counter communism and promote democracy 

in Central America, which they, like their superiors, embraced as a ‘proving ground.’ 

The literature on this issue mentions among the civilian militarists Undersecretary of 

Defense for Policy Fred Ikle, National Security Council staff-members Constantine 

Menges and Alfonso Sapia-Bosch, and CIA-expert Nestor Sanchez. Vietnam veterans 

were represented by, for instance, State Department’s Office of Central American 
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Affairs Director and veteran from the Phoenix Program during the Vietnam War Craig 

Johnstone, counterinsurgency-specialist Colonel John Waghelstein, National Security 

Advisor Robert McFarlane, and NSC-staffer Oliver North.5 Latin American-specialist 

Greg Grandin includes these people in what he calls the “interagency war party … 

marginalizing area experts in the State Department and operating under the radar 

screen.”6  

 A number of factors allowed this group to have a disproportionate influence 

on foreign policy, in particular Central American policy. All factors are related to a 

lack of oversight. According to their positions in the hierarchy, most members of the 

“interagency war party” should have been mostly involved in executing and advising 

on policies that the top-level would formulate. However, due to the lack of consensus 

on Central America, which resulted in part from conflicts on how to remember the 

Vietnam War, the top-level leadership did not formulate a clear policy on Central 

America. Moreover, if there were guidelines given from the top, they got often 

blurred by quarrels or disinterest among the most senior members of the departments, 

such as the conflicts between Weinberger and Shultz illustrate best. Moreover, the 

president was, in the description of U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations Jeanne 

Kirkpatrick, “just absent” from the debate on Central America.7  

Also, in addition to the already symbolic meaning that Central America had 

attained as a ‘proving ground’ for the administration and an opportunity to ‘correct’ 

the damage from Vietnam, it was considered a relatively safe reward for the foreign 

policy hawks that had helped elect Reagan. As a member of leading conservative 

Senator Jesse Helms’s staff remarked on the ideologues:  
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They can't have the Soviet Union or the Middle East or Western 
Europe. All are too important. So they've given them Central 
America…There was just a vacuum … and conservatives rushed to fill 
it.8  

 

This lack of control had two important results. First, as numerous scholars 

have noted, the policy process towards El Salvador and Nicaragua is an illustration of 

how the formulation and execution of foreign policy entails much more than solely a 

legal reciprocity between the executive and legislative branches, with the initiative 

firmly located in the White House.9 A vocal public opinion, a divided Congress, 

ideological differences among departments, and pro-active bureaucrats all played 

large roles, and the ability of the president to control or direct the process was very 

limited. Second, the distinction between formulating and executing policy was often 

negated by a lack of coordination from the top, and the impetus of Central American 

policy in effect was taken over by those most action-oriented on the sub-top levels.10 

And that impetus in turn derived much of its force from bad memories of how the 

Vietnam War had been fought, and how Central America could function as a remedy.   

  

The	  actions	  

In late 1982, Central America Bureau Chief for The Washington Post Christopher 

Dickey noticed a substantial increase in the number of military and diplomatic 

veterans from the Vietnam War stationed in Central America. In an article called “The 

gang that blew Vietnam goes Latin,” Dickey described the background of several 

people like John D. Negroponte, Thomas Enders, and Craig Johnstone,who had made 

their careers in Vietnam and who now controlled Central American policy from the 

State Department. He used terms such as “best and the brightest, class of 1982” and 

an “abrasive ‘can-do’ manner” to describe this group of aggressive diplomats – terms 

that were made popular by David Halberstam’s description of how the overconfidence 

of the Kennedy administration had led to the ‘quagmire’ of Vietnam.11 Making the 

                                                
8 Walter LaFeber, Inevitable Revolutions: The United States in Central America (New York: Norton, 
1983), 275. 
9 Scott, Interbranch Rivalry and the Reagan Doctrine in Nicaragua, 237-260; Cynthia J. Arnson, 
Crossroads: Congress, the President, and Central America, 1976-1993 (University Park, PA: The 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1993). 
10 See note 4. 
11 Christopher Dickey, “The Gang that Blew Vietnam Goes Latin,” The Washington Post, November 
28, 1982, Outlook; C1, David Halberstam, The Best and the Brightest (New York: Random House, 
2001). 
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link explicit, Dickey wrote: “Much of the basic thinking behind current U.S. policy in 

the region is a direct product of America's Indochina experience.”12 

 Latin America specialists at the State Department were displeased with what 

they felt to be an intrusion that resulted in favoring hard, possibly military solutions 

over diplomacy. As one expert remarked: “The gang that couldn't shoot straight gets 

another chance.”13 The diplomatic veterans from Southeast Asia clashed in their 

approach towards Central America with the specialists of the region, but their 

thinking strongly resonated with other powerful ‘hardliners’ like Jeanne Kirkpatrick, 

Constantine Menges, and Fred Ikle who had no experience in Vietnam but shared the 

overarching sentiment that American power and credibility, lost in Vietnam, should 

be rebuilt in Central America.  

 As Reagan’s initial plans under Alexander Haig were frustrated - in large part 

due to the negative associations with the Vietnam War - new plans focused on trying 

to influence the public’s perception of the problem. On January 14, 1983, Ronald 

Reagan signed National Security Decision Directive 77 (NSDD-77) that created a 

planning group under the National Security Council to facilitate “Public Diplomacy.” 

That term was defined as actions “designed to generate support for our national 

security objectives.”14 The planning group spawned several interagency committees 

and created the Office of Public Diplomacy for Latin America and the Caribbean. The 

goal of this office was to create new ways in “defining the terms of the public 

discussion on Central American policy” and to “unshackle (…) public perception of 

policy from myths and cant.”15 

 One of the obvious challenges for the Office of Public Diplomacy and other 

groups involved was to deal with the “myths and cant” fueled by analogies people 

drew between Central America and the Vietnam War – or at least those analogies not 

shared by veterans from within the administration. On February 24, 1983, National 
                                                
12 Dickey, “The Gang that Blew Vietnam Goes Latin.” 
13 Ibidem, Grandin, Empire's Workshop: Latin America, the United States, and the Rise of the New 
Imperialism, 72-73; Greg Grandin, "The Right Quagmire 
," Harper's Magazine, 2004, 83. 
14 “Management of Public Diplomacy Relative to National Security (NSC-NSDD-77),” as published on 
the website of the Federation of American Scientists FAS; http://www.fas.org/irp/offdocs/nsdd/nsdd-
077.htm (last accessed June 14, 2011). The document is also available  by title within the “Iran-Contra 
Affair” collection of the National Security Archive, accessible on http://nsarchive.chadwyck.com.  
15 Grandin, Empire's Workshop: Latin America, the United States, and the Rise of the New Imperialism, 
124. The Office of Public Diplomacy became a notorious factor in the illegal activities during the Iran 
Contra Affair and by-passed for instance the 1947 National Security Act that forbade influence on 
domestic public opinion by the CIA. See for an assessment on the Office Ibid., 124-134; Robert Parry 
and Peter Kornbluh, "Iran-Contra's Untold Story," Foreign Policy, no. 72 (1988), 3-30. 
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Security Decision Directive 82 (NSDD-82) allowed for the creation of a Central 

America Working Group, also known as Core Group, and later called the Restricted 

Interdepartmental Group on Central America (RIG).16 Ronald Reagan would confide 

to his diary two days later: “We have an entire plan for bolstering the [Salvadoran] 

government forces.” Repeating the sentiment he had voiced during his first NSC 

meeting in 1981, he added: “This is one we must win.”17  

 The RIG would first be headed by Assistant Secretary of State Thomas 

Enders, who had previously worked for Henry Kissinger and Alexander Haig in 1973 

overseeing the secret and illegal bombing strikes in Cambodia. 18 The RIG consisted 

of representatives from the State and Defense Departments, the CIA, the Joint Chiefs 

of Staff, and the National Security Council staff. The office of the Vice President was 

also involved. Like the Office for Public Diplomacy, the RIG would “develop [a] (…) 

legislative and public affairs strategy” but the directive also stated that U.S. military 

presence in El Salvador would be “sufficiently augmented to permit the U.S. to better 

influence the prosecution of the war” as well as “to enable [the Salvadoran military] 

to launch a full scale country-wide counterinsurgency effort.”19 More RIG members 

had experience in Southeast Asia than in Latin or Central America.20 Also, as one 

RIG member said: “There was a kind of tendency to want to prove your manhood.”21  

As the “myths and cant” on Central America had to be amended, many RIG 

members themselves perceived Central America through the lens of Vietnam. On 

March 17, 1983, National Security Advisor to the Vice President Donald Gregg sent a 

memo to his presidential counterpart Robert McFarlane. Gregg was a former CIA 

specialist who had directed teams in the Phoenix counterinsurgency program during 

the Vietnam War – a program notorious for its use of torture, assassinations, and what 

was called ‘counter-terror’ but applauded by some for its effectiveness in hurting the 

                                                
16 Ronald W. Reagan, U.S. Policy Initiatives to Improve Prospects for [Excised] El Salvador,[1983]).  
17 Ronald Reagan and Douglas Brinkley, The Reagan Diaries (New York: HarperCollins, 2007), 
134.See for the NSC meeting the chapter  in this dissertation on Alexander Haig and El Salvador. 
18 Holly Sklar, Washington's War on Nicaragua (Boston: South End Press, 1988), 90. 
19 Reagan, U.S. Policy Initiatives to Improve Prospects for [Excised] El Salvador, 2. 
20 Thomas Enders (State) had previously worked at the Cambodian Embassy, General Paul Gorman 
(JCS) led a battalion in Vietnam, Don Gregg (Vice-President National Security Advisor) worked in the 
Phoenix counterinsurgency program in Vietnam, and Oliver North (NSC) was a Vietnam veteran as 
well. Dewey Clarridge (CIA) had no experience in Vietnam but none in Central America either. Only 
Nestor Sanchez (Defense) had worked in the region.  
21 Sklar, Washington's War on Nicaragua, 90. 
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Vietcong.22 Gregg had received a plan for El Salvador a year before, written by CIA  

agent Felix Rodriguez who worked for Gregg during the Vietnam War. The plan was 

based on experiences in Vietnam, where, as Rodriguez wrote in the document, it 

“inflicted tremendous casualties on the Vietcong-NVA units.”23 The plan suggested 

that six foreign advisors could train one hundred local paramilitary men to “drastically 

change the course of the present conflict with minimum U.S. participation” and 

included a suggestion for the use of napalm.24 When Rodriguez first proposed the plan 

in March 1982, then Secretary of State Alexander Haig sidetracked it, and it 

encountered opposition and skepticism from the U.S. military as well. A year later 

Donald Gregg sent the plan to McFarlane, highly recommending its immediate 

implementation. He and Rodriguez had carried out the exact same plan as anti-

Vietcong operations. Gregg wrote in the memo to McFarlane, who was a Vietnam 

veteran himself: “I believe the plan can work based on my experience in Vietnam.”25  

 

The	  speech	  

As Gregg’s memo and the Rodriguez plan indicate, supporters of Reagan’s policies in 

Central America remembered the Vietnam War the ‘right’ way and could mention 

these memories in positive terms in classified memoranda. Yet alternative memories 

obviously frustrated Reagan’s plans and policies, as discussions with Congress and 

the press had demonstrated earlier. In a high-profile effort to build support for his 

Central American policies, Reagan and his advisors planned a speech before a special 

joint session of Congress on the issues – against the explicit wishes of powerful 

people within the administration like Chief of Staff James Baker, who wanted the 

president to focus on the domestic agenda.26 Like earlier attempts by Haig and others, 

                                                
22 Mark Peceny and William D. Stanley, "Counterinsurgency in El Salvador," Politics & Society 38, no. 
1 (2010), 67-94; Dale Andrade and James H. Willbanks, "CORDS/Phoenix: Counterinsurgency 
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Eat Soup with a Knife: Counterinsurgency Lessons from Malaya and Vietnam (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2005); Sir Robert Thompson, Defeating Communist Insurgency: The Lessons of Malaya 
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23 Felix I. Rodriguez, Office of the Vice President; Report;Tactical Task Force: Concept of Operation 
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Foreign Advisors, March 4, 1982 
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24 Ibid. 
25 Donald P. Gregg, Office of the Vice President Memorandum: Anti-Guerrilla Operations in Central 
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the speech was intended to clearly explain the threat that Central America posed to the 

United States and the need for the U.S. to give support to the region. At the same 

time, the speech was a delicate search for the right way to address the memories of the 

Vietnam War in relation to Central America. 

 In the weeks prior to the speech, much confusion existed on the form it should 

take. Even the day before he delivered the speech, Reagan complained that State, 

Defense, the NSC, and the CIA “are all putting an oar in,” resulting in three scripts on 

his desk in addition to Reagan’s own version.27 Anthony Dolan, Reagan’s principal 

speechwriter, started with what he called a “morale-builder” that conveyed the 

“Reaganese point of view.”28 He wrote a draft that incorporated the larger geopolitical 

context and emphasized American historical traditions of freedom and democracy, 

placing the speech consciously on the level of a State of the Union Address. 29 He 

contrasted the situation of 1983 with the previous decades and then referred at length 

to the dedication of the Vietnam War Memorial at the Washington Mall in November, 

1982. The draft read: 

 

I know that many of you have not forgotten that vivid reminder of how 
the wounds and divisions of the past have healed, of how our Nation 
has learned and grown and transcended the tragedies of the past30 

 

Dolan continued with descriptions of the dedication ceremony at the 

memorial, where the names of the American soldiers who died during the Vietnam 

War were read out loud for three days. ‘Healing’ was the theme Dolan emphasized, 

and he implied that the war and its legacy would now rest in the past. Moreover, the 

Vietnam War and the years of its aftermath had now taught Americans many valuable 

lessons. As Dolan wrote in the draft: 

  

                                                                                                                                       
April 27, 1983 – May 21, 1983,” Box 2: Central American Speech – Exercise reports, Clark, William 
P.: Files, Ronald Reagan Library. 
27 Reagan and Brinkley, The Reagan Diaries, 148. 
28 Memo, Dolan to McFarlane, April 22, 1983, folder “Dolan, Anthony Files speech drafts to Central 
America Address 27 April 1983,” Box 21, Dolan, Anthony Files, 1981-89, Series I: Speech drafts 
1981-1989, Ronald Reagan Library and Memo, Dolan to Clark, April 25, 1983, folder “Central 
America Speech Congress 27 April, 1983,” Box 2, Clark, William P: Files, Ronald Reagan Library.  
29 Speech draft Presidential Address, (Dolan) April 17, 1983 12.00 p.m., folder “Dolan, Anthony Files 
speech drafts to Central America Address 27 April 1983,” Box 21, Dolan, Anthony Files, 1981-89, 
Series I: Speech drafts 1981-1989, Ronald Reagan Library.  
30 Ibidem. 
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It had been worth it. We Americans have learned again to listen to each 
other and trust each other. We have learned that Government owes the 
people an explanation and needs their support for its actions at home 
and abroad.31 

 

That last sentence provided the link between the supposed healing of the memories of 

Vietnam and the needs and threats of the present. After the, by now, well-known 

reassurance that “we must never again send our young men to fight and die in 

conflicts that our leaders are not prepared to win,” Dolan wrote: 

 

And yet the most valuable lesson of all – why I am here tonight on 
behalf of the people of Central America – the lesson of the 
preciousness of human freedom has been relearned not just by 
Americans but by all people of the world.32 

 

Dolan then quoted Throngs Nu Tang, a former Vietcong and vice minister of the 

postwar regime in Vietnam who now had fled his country because of the 

“desperation” and “suffering” that the communist regime had brought. Dolan 

continued: 

  

The people of Southeast Asia have suffered because of communism 
and the failure of the West to defeat them. Let us not now consign the 
people of Central America to the same fate.33   

 

With this draft, Dolan expected the president to turn the speech into “one of 

the most important and decisive speeches in the history of the West,” as he wrote to 

CIA director William Casey.34 It would clearly demonstrate that not only had the 

United States learned its lessons of Vietnam but in fact that these lessons were 

universal lessons of human dignity, freedom, and morality. Therefore, these lessons 

could and should be deliberately used to convince Congress to support aid for Central 

America.  

 However, Dolan’s draft came back with a resounding “NO!” written next to 

the sections that referred to the Vietnam War. On the top of the page stood: “NOT 
                                                
31 Ibidem. 
32 Ibidem. 
33 Ibidem. 
34 Speech draft Presidential Address to Joint Session of Congress, (Dolan) April 20, 1983, 7:00 a.m. 
and Letter, “Dolan to Casey,” April 21, 1983, both in: folder “Dolan, Anthony Files speech drafts to 
Central America Address 27 April 1983,” Box 21, Dolan, Anthony Files, 1981-89, Series I: Speech 
drafts 1981-1989, Ronald Reagan Library.  
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good to evoke ghost of Vietnam.”35 The comments do not match Reagan’s 

handwriting, yet there are no further indications in the archive boxes to establish the 

author. However, it is clear that not everyone agreed that the memories of Vietnam 

could serve the same function with Congress as they could have in internal memos 

from Donald Gregg to Robert McFarlane – as a recommendation to increase aid to El 

Salvador.  

 Reagan himself opted for a far more moderate approach towards the speech. 

The long references to Vietnam were edited out and replaced with a stronger focus on 

Central America itself. Reagan’s version prompted Dolan to write to Chief of Staff 

James Baker that the president had made “a conscious decision to go for a 

businesslike rather breezy lawyer’s brief on events in Central America.”36 

Nevertheless, that did not result in the removal of all references to the Vietnam War, 

although the positive connotations from the Dolan draft would be replaced by a 

defensive line on the negative connotations that Vietnam evoked with the general 

public. A day before the speech USA Today reporters interviewed Reagan in the Oval 

Office. The first question concerned the parallels between Central America and 

Vietnam and the fear that the United States would “quietly slip in before we realize 

we’re there.”37 Reagan refuted the negative parallel, as he had done before, by 

replacing it with an instruction on how to remember the Vietnam War – as a conflict 

driven by communist forces from North Vietnam in which American advisors solely 

helped the South Vietnamese in building their new nation and protected them from 

external aggression. After the interview, Reagan went back to the draft on which 

everyone had settled and added an extra line. It said:  

  

And to those who invoke the memory of Vietnam let me lay that to rest 
once and for all. There is no thought of sending American armed 
forces to Central America, they are not needed. Indeed, they are not 

                                                
35 Speech draft Presidential Address (Parvin edit), April 26, 1983, 8:00 a.m., folder “Dolan, Anthony 
Files speech drafts to Central America Address 27 April 1983,” Box 21, Dolan, Anthony Files, 1981-
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wanted there. All they ask is the training and assistance they need to 
protect themselves while they build a better, freer life.38   

 

It was the only direct reference to Vietnam left in the whole speech.  

Nevertheless, a bad memory of Vietnam could be called up by the speech as a 

whole, thought one reviewer of the final drafts. At the end, he wrote: “Check parallel 

with Gulf of Tonkin – make sure this doesn’t parallel LBJ’s speech.”39 After the Gulf 

of Tonkin incidents in 1964, Lyndon Johnson made a speech before a joint session of 

Congress as well. He requested and received what is known as the Tonkin Gulf 

Resolution (officially called the Asia Resolution, Public Law 88-408) that authorized 

the president to take “all necessary measures” to respond to North Vietnamese 

aggression.40 After Johnson used the resolution to escalate the war into a conflict that 

involved more than 500,000 American soldiers, Congress had become acutely aware 

of the fact that the Constitution placed the power to declare war with Congress, and 

not with the president. To re-articulate that power and to prevent the president from 

committing military forces without the consent of Congress in the future, it passed the 

War Powers Resolution in 1973 (Public Law 93-148), overriding  President Nixon’s 

veto with a two-thirds majority. The War Powers Resolution allowed the president to 

react with force against immediate threats, but stipulated that Congress should be 

notified within 48 hours, and that forces should withdraw within 60 days if no 

congressional consent was given.  

The War Powers Resolution, in attempting to prevent a situation like the 

Tonkin Gulf Resolution in the future, can be considered an institutionalized form of 

memories of the Vietnam War that affected foreign policy in later years. It has been 

controversial ever since its adoption, and its constitutionality is repeatedly questioned 

by members of Congress and the executive branch. All post-Vietnam presidents have 

perceived it as an illegal check on their prerogative to initiate foreign policy, later 

aggravated even more by actions of the Church Committee and the Hughes-Ryan Act 

                                                
38 Partially handwritten speech draft (Reagan) Central America speech, folder “SP 283-33 (133556)  [1 
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39 Ibidem. 
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of 1974 that limited executive power to employ covert actions and other intelligence 

activities.41  

Reagan was no exception in believing that the president was best able to 

execute foreign policy and that strict congressional oversight was a nuisance and 

potentially dangerous leftover of Vietnam and Watergate. As Reagan wrote in his 

diary, the day before he went to Congress for his speech on Central America:  

 

Congress has eroded away much of the Constitutional authority of the 
Presidency in foreign affairs matters. They can’t and don’t have the 
information the President has and they are really lousing things up.42 

 

But the struggles over foreign policy between the executive branch and the 

legislative branch obviously predated the Vietnam War. One notable earlier example 

involved the Truman presidency and the question of ‘who lost China’ after the 

Chinese Nationalists were defeated by the communists of Mao Zedong in 1949. 

President Truman and the Democrats in Congress were blamed for not sufficiently 

supporting the Chinese Nationalists. The accusation of being ‘soft on communism’ 

and ‘losing’ a certain region as a result to the adversaries in the Cold War was a 

powerful domestic political weapon and was a principal consideration when Truman, 

Kennedy, and Johnson decided to get involved in Korea and Vietnam.43 Years later, 

and two days before Ronald Reagan’s Central America address to Congress, Reagan’s 

Director of Communications David Gergen alluded to this old theme in a memo to the 

National Security Council staff. He mentioned that UN Ambassador Jeanne 

Kirkpatrick had talked about a “shared responsibility” on Central America between 

Congress and the executive branch during a television appearance a few days before. 

Gergen then wrote to the NSC staff: “One of the central reasons for making the 

                                                
41 One example that illustrates how controversial the War Powers Act remains is the recurring review 
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(London: Oxford University Press, 1975), 157-180; Yuen Foong Khong, Analogies at War: Korea, 
Munich, Dien Bien Phu, and the Vietnam Decisions of 1965 (Princeton N.J: Princeton University Press, 
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speech is to ensure that if Congress doesn’t go along with the President’s program, 

everyone will know where the blame lies for what follows.”44 

 Exactly the same argument as Gergen’s was made by a prominent figure who 

had dealt with the ‘guilt-question’ on Vietnam extensively: Richard Nixon. Whether 

Reagan’s National Security Advisor William Clark had asked the former President, or 

whether Nixon proposed the argument on his own initiative is unclear, but two days 

before Reagan’s speech, Clark received the draft of an article written by Nixon. The 

accompanying memo read: “Dear Judge [Clark], Some random thoughts – I thought 

you might enjoy the spin of the title. With warm regards, RN.” The article was titled 

“Don’t let El Salvador become another Vietnam”- and the spin of the title involved 

the alternative versions Nixon gave in the rest of the article of how to remember the 

Vietnam War and its consequences for the present.45 

 Nixon mentioned the “chilling parallels” between the two situations: the myth 

that what is involved is simply a civil war with guerilla forces, the charges of corrupt 

governments lacking freedom and sufficient reform, and the demands that power 

should be shared with the communists. Then he emphasized the differences: “Vietnam 

was far away and El Salvador is only five missile minutes away.”46 Also, the Vietnam 

War involved the intervention of massive numbers of external forces, whereas that 

was not the case in El Salvador – hence there was no need to send American troops 

there, but only advisors. Nixon noted the strong support in Congress to drastically cut 

back aid to El Salvador and warned: “Before making that decision, Congressmen 

should remind themselves of what happened in Vietnam.”47 

 If Congress rejected Reagan’s request, they could justify their action by 

claiming they had remembered Vietnam, according to Nixon. But there can be no 

excuses for what happens thereafter, he continued: 

 

When the red tide of blood and steel rolls over the four million people 
of El Salvador and hundreds of thousands of refugees clamor to come 
to the United States, those who opposed adequate aid to the anti-
communist government of El Salvador will frantically thrash around 

                                                
44 Memo, Gergen to NSC staff, April 25, 1983, folder “SP 283-22 (133556) [3 of 4],” Box 81 SP-
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looking for someone else to blame. But they will search elsewhere in 
vain.48  

 

Reagan would later respond to Nixon in a private letter, in which he thanked 

the former President extensively for his “public statement of truths which seriously 

concern me.”49 Other public figures made similar statements at the time as well. The 

Nixon draft carried the same message that Kirkpatrick had voiced a few days before 

on television, and Gergen had written to the NSC staff in his suggestions for their 

speech draft. All three blamed Congressmen for essentially remembering the ‘wrong’ 

Vietnam if they chose to withhold their support for aid to El Salvador. Kirkpatrick 

was on television a few days before the speech, Gergen wrote his internal memo as a 

suggestion for the actual speech, and Nixon’s article was published in The Wall Street 

Journal a few days after the speech, on May 2, 1983.50 That was one day before 

Congress voted on the aid package. In addition, the National Security Council made 

available to Congress a collection of articles and editorials published in the weeks 

before the speech. They were written by notables like Jeanne Kirkpatrick, George 

Will, and Patrick Buchanan, and had titles like “What if it were Hitler to the south?,” 

“This time we know what’s happening,” and “Who lost Central America?” They all 

formulated in one way or the other the accusation that if Congress chose not to 

support Reagan’s request for aid, it would be held accountable for the damaging 

results.51 The similarity in the messages and the timing of the delivery to the public 

strongly suggest a coordinated effort to instruct Congress and the general public on 

how to remember Vietnam ‘correctly’ as the administration drummed up support for 

what they saw as ‘another Vietnam’: El Salvador.   

 The highly anticipated speech was eventually delivered on April 27, 1983. The 

long references to Vietnam that were written in the early draft by Anthony Dolan 
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were scratched, but the theme of blaming Congress for possible failure was retained. 

In his delivered speech, Reagan recalled the threat of the Nazis, and the “appropriate 

and successful (…) bold solutions” of Truman’s containment doctrine in postwar 

Europe. He said he did not believe that Congress and the public would “stand by 

passively while the people of Central America are delivered to totalitarianism and we 

ourselves are left vulnerable to new dangers.”52 Commentators and speechwriters 

counted the times Congress interrupted the speech with applause (10 times) and 

Reagan noted the number of standing ovations. The loudest applause, and the ovation 

that got all the Democrats on their feet as well, was a slight variation on the line 

Reagan inserted at the last moment on Vietnam: 

  

Now, before I go any further, let me say to those who invoke the 
memory of Vietnam, there is no thought of sending American combat 
troops to Central America. They are not needed  

[applause] --- 
Thank you. And as I say, they are not needed and, indeed, they have 
not been requested there. All our neighbors ask of us is assistance in 
training and arms to protect themselves while they build a better, freer 
life.53 

 

Reactions to the speech were mixed and largely along partisan lines. However, 

the speech did not succeed in altering the negative Vietnam memories, and a New 

York Times editorial, for one, took offense at the ‘blame-game’ that the administration 

implied if Congress failed to support the President.54 Democratic Senator and critic of 

the administration Christopher Dodd (D-CT) said: “The rhetoric of the President and 

the people around him is unsettling to people” and predicted – with a Vietnam 

analogy of his own – “a dark tunnel of endless intervention.”55 The administration 

closely monitored the results of opinion polls on whether the Vietnam analogy had 

been altered by the speech, and the State Department even wrote a paper with 
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53 Ronald Reagan, “Address before a joint session of the Congress on Central America,” April 27, 
1983.  For the applause line, see Reagan and Brinkley, The Reagan Diaries, 148. 
54 Anonymous editor, “Yanquiology,” The New York Times, May 15, 1983, Section 4; Page 20. 
55 Steven Roberts, “Congress: The Focus Turns to Foreign Policy,” The New York Times, May 3, 1983, 
Section D; Page 26. The quote by Dodd on the “dark tunnel” was found in a selection of responses 
collected for the administration in Summary of press reactions to Central America speech, folder “SP 
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guidelines to the National Security Council on how to rebut “common misperceptions 

of our Central America policy.”56 After Reagan read one Wirthlin poll on the 

reactions to his April 27th speech, he wrote in his diary that “it was astonishing how 

few people even know where El Salvador and Nicaragua are.”57 

 Six days after the speech, Congress voted against the requested aid for Central 

America.58 Reagan’s policies in the region again were frustrated. The ‘hawks’ within 

the RIG and other places within the administration favored military aid but were now 

forced to accept renewed attempts at negotiations. However, according to Secretary of 

State Shultz, “diplomacy was to them an avenue to accommodation” and too much 

like the appeasement they detested.59 In July of 1983, Reagan again attempted to build 

domestic support for his policies with the creation of a bi-partisan commission. 

However, as Reagan chose Henry Kissinger to be the chairman of the commission, 

the perception of Central America as ‘another Vietnam’ in the negative sense only 

grew, and at the same time this nomination offended those on the Right who 

considered Kissinger’s détente policies of the 1970s to be a prime factor in the loss of 

U.S. military supremacy.60  

 

Towards	  an	  underground	  alternative	  

Reagan’s speech on April 27, 1983 attempted to amend the collective perception of 

the Vietnam War in relation to Central America, but to no avail. As seen in the 

reactions in the press, negative memories of and analogies with Vietnam still 

remained dominant, and the speech had done little to change that. These memories 

affected Reagan’s foreign policy to a considerable degree and in various ways: on the 

one hand, by frustrating his intended plans as the press and Congress reacted 

negatively, but, on the other hand, also by constructing the perception that existed 

                                                
56 M. C. Hill, United States Department of State Memorandum: Paper on Rebutting Common 
Misperceptions of our Central America Policy, May 2, 1983 
,[1983]); John H. Kelly, United States Department of State; Memorandum Opinion Polls: Many View 
El Salvador as Drawn-Out, No-Win Situation, May 5, 1983 
,[1983]). 
57 Reagan and Brinkley, The Reagan Diaries, 150. 
58 Cannon, President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime, 219. 
59 Rothkopf, Running the World: The Inside Story of the National Security Council and the Architects 
of American Power, 221; Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph: My Years as Secretary of State, 301; 
LeoGrande, Rollback Or Containment? the United States, Nicaragua, and the Search for Peace in 
Central America, 94-97. 
60 Walter Isaacson, Laurence Barrett, Gregory Wierzynski, “Central America: Rolling out the big 
guns,” in Time Magazine, August 1, 1983, also published on  
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,921297,00.html (last accessed June 14, 2011). 
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within the administration of the problems and the solutions available in Central 

America.  

 The “interagency war-party,”  as dubbed by Greg Grandin, consolidated after 

the speech.61 After the failure of their public relations campaign, some opted for more 

rigorous measures to correct the damage of Vietnam in Central America. As the 

situation in El Salvador seemed to stabilize temporarily, they turned their attention to 

neighboring Nicaragua where a leftist regime was threatened by guerilla forces called 

‘contras.’ One week after the Central America speech, Reagan famously called these 

contras ‘freedom fighters’ who deserved American support.62  

Soon after the Central America speech failed to deliver the support and money 

that had been hoped for, the CIA asked the Department of Defense for help in 

conducting covert operations in the region. However, Defense officials declined to 

help as they feared “difficult policy and legal questions.”63 Congress had denied the 

CIA and the Defense Department funds in the fiscal year 1983 for military purposes 

with an amendment to the Defense Appropriation Act, better known as the first 

Boland Amendment. Two more amendments would follow in the next years, all 

intended to block U.S. funds from initiating or supporting military and covert action 

in Nicaragua. As the Defense Department declined to cooperate with the CIA request, 

CIA Director William Casey approached the “interagency war-party” for alternatives. 

Again, sentiments born out of the Vietnam experience fueled these alternatives, 

resulting in one of the most damaging scandals of the Reagan presidency: the Iran-

contra affair.64  
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114. 
62 Ronald Reagan, “Question-and-Answer Session With Reporters on Domestic and Foreign Policy 
Issues,” May 4, 1983, as published on 
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63 John O. Marsh Jr., United States Department of Defense; Office of the Secretary; Memorandum: 
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,[1983]); John O. Marsh Jr., United States Army; Office of the Secretary; Memorandum: Sensitive 
Department of Defense Support for Intelligence Activities, May 9, 1983 
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64 As Theodore Draper immediately makes clear in his authoritative work A Very Thin Line, there was 
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in different countries. The operations were tied together on the desk of National Security Council Staff-
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Although the role of Vietnam memories in the Iran-contra affair has been 

acknowledged by other authors, their research has often been concerned with other 

aspects. For example, the focus of the congressional investigators and the Tower 

Commission created by President Reagan to investigate the affairs was predominately 

legal in nature, investigating the possible culpability of administration officials and 

the role of the president.65 Memoirs of those involved at the time are dominated by 

attempts towards vindication or rehabilitation.66 Journalists and historians have taken 

up the daunting task of recording the myriad of facts involved.67 The Iran-contra 

affair, and especially the televised hearings that followed the disclosure of the 

administration’s secret actions, also offered several fruitful case-studies for a variety 

of academic disciplines, as well as polemics on the current affairs of the time.68 My 

study will focus on the use of the Vietnam analogy by those involved in the scandal 

and the impact their memories of Vietnam had on their perspective and actions in 

order to gain a fuller understanding of the historical and cultural contexts of the 

scandal and its aftermath. How, why, and in what way did participants use the 

Vietnam analogy, and how did these memories/analogies influence the foreign policy 

of Ronald Reagan?  

In the previous section, we saw how the Central America speech attempted  to 

revise the collective sentiments on the Vietnam War in order to make Reagan’s 
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Central America policy work. As I argue below, the administration’s subsequent 

actions in relation to Nicaragua are one of the clearest illustrations of how personal 

memories of the Vietnam War influenced the perception and implementation of 

American foreign policy in a profound and irrational way. These memories defined 

the emotional context that drove a small group to fervent action, convinced them of 

the need to circumvent Congress and the administration they worked for, and allowed 

them to maintain for themselves the certainty that a higher moral necessity justified 

their illegal actions. Moreover, collective memories of Vietnam framed to a large 

degree congressional and public reactions toward the affair and were instrumental in 

making for some observers the most visible participant, NSC-staff-member Oliver 

North into a patriotic hero.69 As I will argue, the Iran-contra affair was defined by 

these memories of the Vietnam War to such a degree that without them the affair 

would never have happened. That makes it one of the most crucial parts of the legacy 

of Vietnam, both domestically and in international relations, although it is not 

acknowledged as such.70  

 

The	  Contras	  and	  Iran	  

In 1979, the Nicaraguan Sandinista National Liberation Front (or the Frente 

Sandinista de Liberación Nacional, FSLN) overthrew the ruling Somoza dynasty, 

replacing a right-wing dictatorship that had been in place since 1936 with a Marxist-

inspired revolutionary government. The Somoza dictatorships had enjoyed a long and 

cordial relationship with the United States and received financial and military aid. 

After the regime change of 1979, President Carter’s administration sought to maintain 

a good relationship with moderate Nicaraguans of the new regime as well, and 

secured 75 million dollars in economic aid for the country. Once in office, Reagan 

quickly reversed the accommodating position. He and his advisors feared a 

revolutionary sweep throughout Central America, endangering countries like El 
                                                
69 Oliver North has remained a public figure ever since, as a Senatorial candidate, TV-host for FOX 
Network, and as author.  
70 In studies on the impact of the Vietnam War in international relations, the emphasis has been placed 
mainly on larger conflicts, as in Derek Neal Buckaloo, "Fighting the Last War: The 'Vietnam 
Syndrome' as a Constraint on U.S. Foreign Policy, 1975–1991" (PhD, Emory University); Richard A. 
Melanson, American Foreign Policy since the Vietnam War: The Search for Consensus from Richard 
Nixon to George W. Bush (Armonk, N.Y.: Sharpe, 2005). Within studies on the domestic legacy, it is 
not a common theme either, as it is hardly or not at all present in Patrick Hagopian, The Vietnam War 
in American Memory: Veterans, Memorials, and the Politics of Healing (Amherst, MA: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 2009); Charles E. Neu, ed., After Vietnam: Legacies of a Lost War (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2000).  
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Salvador, Honduras, Mexico, and eventually the United States in rhetoric reminiscent 

of the domino theory from the Vietnam War era.71 With El Salvador a top priority 

early on, Nicaragua quickly became another grave concern for Washington.  

 Within the larger strategic context of Reagan’s foreign policy, Nicaragua fitted 

into what was called “The Reagan Doctrine.” In line with a broad-based sentiment 

among conservatives that communist expansion should be challenged on an 

ideological as well as a suitable military level, conservative think-tanks advocated in 

the early 1980s a policy that replaced a passive ‘containment’ of communism with a 

more active ‘roll-back.’ In order to avoid a direct confrontation with one of the 

communist superpowers, this roll-back should be facilitated by supporting anti-

communist resistance movements in countries such as Afghanistan, Angola, and 

Nicaragua. This support could entail sending money and arms, such as the Stinger 

rockets to the Mujahidin in Afghanistan, but also by providing intelligence or military 

advisors. Afghanistan, Angola, and Nicaragua were the countries that received the 

most American assistance, although other regions could potentially fall under the 

Reagan Doctrine as well.  

With regard to Nicaragua, the public position of the Reagan administration 

was that the United States was trying only to interdict arms flowing from Cuba 

through Nicaragua to El Salvador, but internally the administration decided in 

November 1981 that the Nicaraguan government should be overthrown. The CIA 

started training and directing the contra forces covertly until Newsweek published the 

story “A secret war for Nicaragua” on November 8, 1982.72  

As described earlier in the chapter, public opinion and Congress were very 

much against American military involvement in Central America during debates 

dominated by negative Vietnam memories. Reagan’s efforts to help the anti-

communist forces in Central America were severely hampered when Congress 

enacted the Boland Amendment to the yearly Defense Appropriations Bill, 

prohibiting the use of funds by the CIA or the Defense Department in attempts to 

                                                
71 See the previous chapter on Alexander Haig and El Salvador.  
72 Anonymous editor, “A Secret War for Nicaragua,” Newsweek, November 8, 1982. See for other 
details Fried, Muffled Echoes: Oliver North and the Politics of Public Opinion, 65. The secret war had 
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overthrow the Marxist Nicaraguan government. When press reports in April 1984 

revealed the involvement of the CIA in sabotage actions and the mining of the 

Sandino harbor in Nicaragua – an act that was ruled by the International Court of 

Justice in The Hague to be a violation of international law – Congress passed an even 

more restrictive second Boland Amendment in October 1984. It prohibited the use of 

funds from the CIA, Department of Defense, or:  

…any other agency or entity of the United States involved in 
intelligence activities [for] the purpose or which would have the effect 
of supporting, directly or indirectly military or paramilitary operations 
in Nicaragua by any nation, group, organization, movement, or 
individual.73  

 

The stated provisions were so clear and broad that the Representative from Wyoming 

Dick Cheney called it a “killer amendment,” effectively barring all U.S. support for 

the contras.74  

In a strong emotional reaction, Reagan insisted to his National Security 

Advisor Robert McFarlane that, despite the congressional ban, the contras should be 

aided. As Reagan stated, they should be kept together “body and soul” awaiting more 

positive congressional rulings in the future. Several high-level officials, such as CIA-

Director William Casey, were determined to continue the aid as their president 

implied. Despite the clear language in the Boland Amendment, administration 

officials thought they had some space to maneuver.75 Alternative funds were found in 

the form of donations from other states and private citizens. Another source of income 

to facilitate support for the contras without the consent of Congress was found in the 

diversion of profits gained from a different secret operation that ran at the time: 

weapons sales to Iran, a country officially under an American weapons embargo and 

declared by Secretary of State George Shultz to be “a sponsor of international 

terrorism.”76 

                                                
73 Ibid., 66. 
74 Ibid., 66. 
75 When a quid pro quo agreement was made with Honduras on the use of territory and resources to aid 
the contras, Oliver North sent a memo to Robert McFarlane on the need to keep the agreement secret 
from Congress. On the Boland Amendment, it read: “Notwithstanding our own interpretation, it is very 
clear from the colloquy during the [congressional] debate…that the legislative intent was to deny any 
direct or indirect support for military/paramilitary operations in Nicaragua.” See Kornbluh and Byrne, 
The Iran-Contra Scandal: The Declassified History, 387. 
76 Schultz said this on January 20, 1984. Already in the spring of 1983, the United States had started a 
campaign named Operation Staunch that placed Iran on the embargo-list.  Ibid., 386.  
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The origins of the secret relationship with Iran lay in the kidnapping of 

American hostages in Beirut, Lebanon, by Hezbollah, a Shiite terrorist organization 

with connections to Iran. Reagan knew very well how damaging a protracted hostage 

crisis could become. He had capitalized on such a crisis himself when his opponent 

Jimmy Carter appeared powerless during the  crisis that followed the capture of the 

American Embassy in Tehran in 1979. Iranian students held U.S. diplomats and other 

citizens hostage for more than a year. Very concerned about a similar prospect, 

Reagan agreed with an initiative proposed by National Security Advisor Robert 

McFarlane: to secretly sell weapons to Iran, in order to improve mutual relations, 

support moderate factions within Iran, and, most importantly, lead to the release of the 

hostages due to the pressure Iran could exert on Hezbollah.77 Both the State and 

Defense Departments objected, but with the approval of Reagan the sales took place 

through private agents. According to regulations enacted in the 1970s concerning 

covert operations, the administration was required to inform congressional 

intelligence committees about the initiative. However, no such notification was 

provided.  

The sales did not result in any of the anticipated results. A situation evolved in 

which hostages were released but also retaken, causing the Americans to allow more 

arms to be sold to Iran without any measurable success with relation to the hostages. 

The sales had been quite profitable, however, due in part to the inflated price that was 

asked for the missiles and spare parts. A key figure in these arms sales was Lieutenant 

Colonel Oliver North, who worked on the NSC staff and served as its liaison-officer 

in the Iranian initiative. It was proposed to North at one point to overcharge Iran for 

the weapons and use the extra profits as a resource for the contras in Nicaragua.78 

North discussed the proposal with his supervisor National Security Advisor John 

Poindexter (McFarlane’s successor), who later claimed to have decided not to inform 

Reagan about the diversion in order to allow the president to maintain ‘plausible 
                                                
77 See for a more detailed study on the influence of the hostage-crisis analogy on Reagan’s decision C. 
Hemmer, "Historical Analogies and the Definition of Interests: The Iranian Hostage Crisis and Ronald 
Reagan's Policy Toward the Hostages in Lebanon," Political Psychology 20, no. 2 (1999), 267-289.  
78 Several accounts exist on who proposed the idea: arms-dealer Manucher Ghorbanifar or an Israeli 
middle-man called Amiram Nir. See for several contradicting accounts Martin Anderson , Revolution: 
The Reagan Legacy (Stanford, CA: Hoover Institution Press, 1990), 400. Other sources, like a Senate 
Intelligence Committee report in 1987 suggested that Albert Hakim was the first to suggest using these 
Iranian profits for the Nicaraguan operation. See Douglas Martin, “Albert Hakim, Figure in Iran-contra 
Affair, Dies at 66,” The New York Times, May 1, 2003, also published at 
http://www.nytimes.com/2003/05/01/us/albert-hakim-figure-in-iran-contra-affair-dies-at-
66.html?pagewanted=1 (last accessed June 14, 2011). 
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deniability’ on the covert actions. North then started transferring money to Swiss bank 

accounts to continue assistance to the Nicaraguan guerillas, linking the Iranian arms 

sales with the contra operation.  

CIA-Director William Casey envisioned a central role for the NSC staff in 

continuing the aide to the contras. According to those in favor of continuation, the 

Boland Amendments had left some ambiguity in the text about which organizations 

were part of the “intelligence community” outlawed by the amendment from any 

action in Central America. In this reasoning, the National Security Council staff, as 

facilitators of administrative support for the national security advisor, was exempted 

from the “intelligence community,” and therefore by assigning to them the operational 

role in supporting the contras in Nicaragua the administration could circumvent the 

Boland Amendments. Despite strong objections from Secretary of State George 

Shultz and Chief of Staff James Baker, who called this logic respectively “probably 

illegal” and “an impeachable offense,” Casey started to prepare NSC-staffer Oliver 

North for his task to keep the contras together “body and soul.”79 

Oliver North was assigned to head ‘political-military affairs’ within the NSC, 

a mandate that could cover every aspect of all NSC operations on a global scale. Since 

key officials like Secretary of State George Shultz and Secretary of Defense Caspar 

Weinberger had strongly objected to any prolongation of covert aid to the contras, 

North’s actions had to be kept secret not only from the general public and Congress, 

but also from the same administration he was working for. In order to do so, Casey 

brought North into contact with retired Air Force General and long-time veteran of 

covert operations Richard Secord and former Iranian businessman Albert Hakim. 

While Secord designed and implemented the military and logistical support to 

Nicaragua, Hakim set up a web of dummy-companies and Swiss bank accounts to 

funnel off in secret the Iranian profits facilitating the aid. In concert with North, the 

three men quickly crafted a shadow organization they called “The Enterprise” which 

could plan, fund, and execute covert operations without any congressional oversight 

and only minimal control at best from the executive branch. In addition, the NSC staff 

worked together with the previously mentioned Restricted Interdepartmental Group 

                                                
79 Lynch and Bogen, The Spectacle of History: Speech, Text, and Memory at the Iran-Contra Hearings, 
252. The term “body and soul” was used by Reagan, according to North’s testimony. Reagan could 
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on Central America (RIG). As a result, North was also involved in the public 

diplomacy campaigns.80  

The scheme started to unravel when on October 5, 1986, an airplane was shot 

down over the jungle in northern Nicaragua. It was secretly transporting American 

military supplies to the contras. Forty-five-year-old American Eugene Hasenfus, 

assigned with pushing out the supplies from the flying airplane, was the only 

crewmember to survive. He was a veteran from the Vietnam War where he became 

specialized in resupply missions, first for the Marines and later for more than six 

years for the CIA-owned airline Air America that provided goods and equipment for 

covert operations in Southeast Asia. Hasenfus, who had become a construction 

worker in Wisconsin after returning to the U.S., received a call in June from former 

Air America pilot William Cooper with an offer to do “the same as we were doing in 

Southeast Asia, different geographic location, different time period.”81 Hasenfus 

agreed and participated in about sixty runs before his airplane was shot down. After 

wandering for twenty-four hours through the jungle, he was captured by the 

Nicaraguan Sandinista forces and taken hostage.  

 Hasenfus thought that his mission would resemble the Vietnam War, but his 

Nicaraguan captors were also quick to draw some parallels of their own. A Sandinista 

soldier welcomed Hasenfus to the nation’s capitol Managua with a pat on the 

shoulder, saying “So what now, Rambo?”, referring to the action hero who at the time 

was refighting the Vietnam War on his own in cinemas across the world.82 Also, the 

newspaper Barricada framed the irony by publishing two images across their front 

and back pages. The first showed 19-year-old José Fernando Canales, the slim boy 

who shot down the American plane, leading the much taller, more robust, and quarter-

century-older Hasenfus on a leash tied around his hands. The second showed a 17-

year-old, 79-pound Vietnamese fighter called Kim Lai leading in similar fashion the 

towering, big-boned U.S. pilot W.H. Robinson after his plane had been shot down in 

Vietnam on September 20, 1965.83  
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81 Draper, A Very Thin Line: The Iran-Contra Affairs, 353. 
82 The name “Rambo” and what it stands for recurs as a cultural reference throughout the conflicts in 
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When Eugene Hasenfus was captured in October 1986, the covert activities 

slowly started to unravel. Hasenfus was participating out of financial, not ideological 

motivations, and quickly told his captors that the CIA and the White House had 

arranged the missions. Also, he would later publicly declare that these droppings 

“were illegal as hell.”84 Only a month after his capture, the Lebanese weekly Al-

Shiraa revealed the Iranian arms sales operation, although the link between the two 

was not yet publicly known. While Reagan denied on television any “arms-for-

hostages” trade, Oliver North and John Poindexter started altering documents and 

fabricating chronologies. An internal investigation started by Shultz’s State 

Department quickly suspected a cover-up and insisted on a more extensive study. 

Poindexter, North, and his secretary now started destroying documents “in earnest” in 

what North called “a shredding party.”85 In that process, Poindexter probably 

destroyed also the Presidential Finding signed by Reagan establishing the president’s 

direct knowledge of the contra affair. What did survive, and came up in the extensive 

internal investigation, was the so-called diversion memo linking the Iranian operation 

with the contra aid – a link previously unknown. In a press conference on November 

25, 1986, Reagan claimed to have been only recently informed on the affairs and the 

diversion of funds. North and Poindexter were named as the only ones within the 

White House with knowledge of the operations. North was fired, while his boss 

resigned earlier the same day.  

 

North	  and	  the	  memories	  of	  Vietnam	  

In the weeks that followed the disclosure, much attention focused on the person of 

Lieutenant Colonel Oliver North. After the public was introduced to him, some 

thought him to be a patriotic hero, while others held a different view. A former aide to 

UN Ambassador Jeanne Kirkpatrick said: “I’ve concluded that not only is he a liar, 
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but he’s delusional, power-hungry, and a danger to the President and the country.”86 

However, over the course of the investigations, and in particular after the televised 

congressional hearings, certain portions of the public adjusted their negative 

assessment somewhat and started to perceive North as a victim, or at least a 

scapegoat, while some credited him with being a true hero. The associations with the 

Vietnam War that Oliver North and others during the hearings deliberately evoked 

contributed considerably to that more positive assessment of North. Also, the personal 

memories of those involved proved to have a profound impact on their actions that led 

to Iran-contra as well.  

It is often suggested that Oliver North operated largely on his own, thereby 

steering foreign policy almost single handedly into a direction he perceived as right. 

As Theodore Draper asserts: “By chance, North had the motivation, the opportunity, 

and the rules of covert operations to enable him to put his personal stamp on the Iran 

and contra affairs. Such a role for a lieutenant colonel on temporary loan to the White 

House was something new in the annals of American government.”87 However, it is 

important to keep in mind that North’s actions and ideas did not thrive in isolation. As 

Peter Kornbluh and Malcolm Byrne warn, “Iran-Contra Mythology has erroneously 

cast North as a veritable lone ranger within the Reagan Administration; he was the 

central figure, but he did not run the (…) program alone.”88 Moreover, he was indeed 

driven by his own personal insistence to correct what he perceived as the faults of the 

Vietnam War. However, he also operated within a framework of similar memories 

and interpretations, shared by others around him that allowed Nicaragua to ‘become’ 

Vietnam. Or as Theodore Draper wrote: “North was not merely fighting one war; 

symbolically, he was also fighting another one.”89  

 

North’s	  ‘Vietnam’	  

Oliver North grew up in a military family in upstate New York. After a summer in the 

Marine Corps officers’ training program, North decided to enroll in the Naval 

Academy at Annapolis in 1963. He graduated about middle of his class in the spring 

of 1968. Eager to see battle in Vietnam and earn his much-wanted medals, North was 
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very concerned that the war would be over before he could get there. His desire to go 

to war was well-known, and some of his classmates even thought he prayed to go to 

war during his daily visits to church.90 He left for Vietnam in November 1968. 

North experienced the Vietnam War as an exercise in heroism and patriotism 

perceived within a distinctly religious framework. While other officers and drafted 

men would often become disillusioned with the war, North was able to maintain his 

positive perception of the war and his service. His often-cited ‘gung-ho’ attitude and 

his habit of giving orders from the front, not from the rear, earned him a mixed 

reputation as both a respected soldier and a zealous fanatic who could possibly 

endanger the lives of his men unnecessarily.91 It also earned him the Silver Star, the 

Bronze Star, two Purple Hearts, the Navy Commendation Medal, and a promotion to 

First Lieutenant. When North described his service in Vietnam in his memoir Under 

Fire, published after the Iran-contra hearings, the dominant message is one of 

adventure, fighting for a ‘noble cause’ that the home-front failed to understand.92  

 Upon his return to the United States, Oliver North worked and lived on the 

base at Quantico (VA), where he was now a trainer. In 1970, he flew back to Vietnam 

to testify in a court martial trial in defense of Randy Herrod, one of his subordinates 

during his tour. Herrod had been accused of killing sixteen unarmed Vietnamese 

civilians, and the trial came shortly after the revelations of the notorious My Lai 

massacre and the attempted cover-up. North describes in his memoir a strong 

inclination on the part of the U.S. military to prevent any appearance of a similar 

cover-up in the case of Herrod, and North describes how this sentiment negatively 

influenced Herrod’s chances. However, North also describes how Herrod had saved 

his life twice during his tour, and North had recommended Herrod for a Silver Star for 

his heroism. Eventually, Herrod was acquitted in part due to North’s testimony. North 

described the episode years later as an example of how facts suffer under political 

pressure, referring to the trials of Iran-contra as similar incidents.93 Yet despite the 

acquittal, the Herrod case remains disputed. When Herrod published his own memoir 

Blue's Bastards in the wake of the Iran-contra trials, renowned historian of the 
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Vietnam War Edwin Moїse summarized its reviews: “Herrod was guilty, and (…) the 

book is a pack of lies.”94    

In 1973, Oliver North worked at a training facility in Japan for a year as his 

wife and two children stayed in the United States. When North returned after that year 

he was hospitalized for three weeks due to a nervous breakdown that he blamed on 

marital troubles as a result of his prolonged absence from home, but others have 

suggested that it could be related to a delayed stress reaction to his experiences in 

Vietnam. North later claimed that the incident was removed from his military record 

so it would not interfere with his career plans. 95 Throughout the rest of the 1970s he 

would work a desk job in Washington D.C. at the Marine Headquarters. 

 North attended the prestigious Naval War College for a year in 1980, after 

which he was assigned to the staff of the National Security Council in the White 

House, a common temporary detachment for Naval War College graduates. He started 

his three-year assignment under Reagan’s first national security advisor Richard Allen 

doing relatively uncomplicated work. He quickly earned a reputation as very hard-

working and dedicated, fitting in with other ideologues that staffed the sub-top 

positions within the Reagan administration. Allen resigned from his post after only a 

year and was replaced by “Judge” William Clark. North received more challenging 

assignments, including counterterrorism and crisis-management planning. When 

Clark moved to the position of Deputy Secretary of State only ten months later, 

North’s new boss became Robert “Bud” McFarlane, a fellow Marine and Vietnam 

veteran who consigned to him the most important aspects of NSC staff work. 

 As a direct secretary to McFarlane, North worked on a Crisis Pre-Planning 

Group to deal with the crisis in Lebanon in 1982. The next year he assisted with the 

preparations for the invasion of Grenada, after which McFarlane personally pinned his 

own oak leaves on North’s collar, promoting him to lieutenant colonel.96 In the same 

year he represented the NSC on the so-called Kissinger Commission, the high-profile 

bi-partisan board headed by the former Secretary of State, formed by Reagan to offer 
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him more popular policy options for Central America after his initial set-backs with 

Congress and the public. The Commission toured six Central American countries in 

six days. It was North’s first trip to the region.97  

 North learned in the spring of 1984 that his three-year detachment at the NSC 

had ended and he was called back to the Marine Corps. But North now had a position 

from which he could not easily be removed. After North’s tour with the Kissinger 

Commission McFarlane had made him the NSC’s ‘point of contact’ with the 

Nicaraguan contras. Around the same time, CIA-Director Casey told a team of agents, 

including a contra leader, that North would be from now on “a principal point of 

reference.”98 North understood that his task would be to replace the role of the CIA 

since it had been banned from providing any support to the contras after the first 

Boland Amendment (see above).99 

 Casey had been a fervent advocate of covert operations in Nicaragua for years, 

and after Congress prohibited them as an option for his organization he tried to hide 

behind another organization while controlling the operations behind the scenes.100 He 

turned to the NSC staff, despite the fact that they were by statute assigned to planning, 

not executing policy. And Casey turned specifically to “action-officer” Oliver North, 

despite his inexperience in the field of secret warfare. “I didn’t know the first thing 

about covert operations when I started in this,” North would later confess, but he 

could consult frequently with Casey, since “he was the expert on covert operations 

and I certainly was not.”101 

 At the time he was supposed to return to the Marines, North was planning the 

mining of a Nicaraguan harbor and discussed with Casey, according to North’s 

account, what they called a “fall-guy plan” that would enable his superiors to claim 

plausible deniability of the illegal acts North was carrying out. North would serve as 

the scapegoat in the event things went wrong.102 Several weeks later, Casey suggested 

that North, again according to the account of the latter, hire retired Air Force General 

Richard V. Secord to assist in setting up a shadow organization capable of conducting 

covert operations independently. With government funding disabled, the organization 

would use private money and funds solicited from countries other than the United 
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States, despite the fact that Casey had been present at a meeting where Secretary of 

State George Shultz quoted Chief of Staff James Baker, saying: “if we go out and try 

to get money from third countries, it is an impeachable offense.”103 

   North later acknowledged that: 

 

My Marine Corps career was untracked in 1981 when I was detailed to 
the National Security Council [staff]. I was uneasy at the beginning, 
but I came to believe that it was important work, and as years passed 
and responsibilities grew, I got further from that which I loved – the 
Marine Corps and Marines.104  

 

Several people had warned North during his stay in the White House not to stay away 

for too long from the Corps where his heart lay. After his three-year detachment a 

position as infantry battalion commander awaited him. But his initial reluctance to be 

stationed at a desk job, to which he referred to in the dismissive parlance of soldiers 

as becoming a ‘desk-jockey’ or ‘chairborne commando,’ had become subservient to a 

new missionary sense.105 In the spring of 1984, North concluded that his duties at the 

NSC were of “transcending importance.”106 McFarlane, Casey, and Ambassador to 

the United Nations Jeanne Kirkpatrick all lobbied for an extension of his post, which 

he eventually received for an indefinite period.107  

 In many ways, North had found the war that he wanted to refight so badly. 

The Vietnam War had left him with a deep resentment: a sense of injustice that the 

United States had fought for a ‘noble cause’ but had not been allowed by the 

American public and Congress to fight in a way which made victory possible. Now, 

as many examples illustrate, he saw analogies in Central America that provided him 

and others around him with the opportunity to avenge that loss.   

 

How	  ‘Nicaragua’	  became	  ‘Vietnam’	  

The impact the Vietnam experience had on Oliver North was critical for his later 

actions, although it did not alter previously held beliefs. Before his tour started, he 

already perceived the war in Vietnam as the essential testing ground for all of his 
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best-articulated beliefs: patriotism, anti-communism, and religion, which were 

inextricably bound up in a Manichean world-view. In that sense, they also largely 

overlapped with the way Ronald Reagan remembered and presented the history of the 

Vietnam War.  

When Robert McFarlane commented on North’s perception on the Vietnam 

War, he explained how he had thought about whether Vietnam was a cause worth 

dying for:  

 

And for him, it was an easy determination that, yes, it was, because 
there were enough daily shows of evidence by the Vietnamese people, 
young and old, children, others, of their satisfaction that he was there. 
And yet, that personal justification was in very sharp tension with the 
reality that we were losing.108 

 

The personal justification North had felt in Vietnam contrasted with the alternative 

view, argued in many early journalistic and historical accounts of the war and 

dominant in the reactions from many Democrats in Congress, that the Vietnam War 

had been unnecessary, wrong, and even immoral. Yet those who believed otherwise 

felt acknowledged by Reagan’s revision of the war as a noble cause, as North surely 

saw his tour. “These people were glad I was there,” he said about the Vietnamese he 

met.109 The perceived loss in Vietnam, or rather the notion that victory was denied 

due to weakness and incompetence of his fellow countrymen, resulted in a deep sense 

of betrayal and injustice as I argued earlier. After the Vietnam War, scholars and 

journalists from the entire political spectrum have noted a strong decline in popular 

faith in the government and authority in general, often credited to a combination of 

broad cultural and sociological trends that surfaced in the 1960s and to particular 

events like the Vietnam War, Watergate, and the disclosure of large-scale breaches of 

civil liberties by intelligence organizations.110 To North, it had been primarily his 
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experience in Vietnam that had left him, in the words of McFarlane, “quite cynical 

about government” and the effectiveness with which it could operate in the face of a 

threat to American ideals. 111 That also included the government he was working for. 

A common theme within the revisionism of the Vietnam War, particular within 

military circles, was to blame ‘civilians in government’ for losing Vietnam. As North 

confided to McFarlane, talking about the latter’s successor as national security advisor 

John Poindexter: “My part in this was easy compared to his. I only had to deal with 

our enemies. He had to deal with the cabinet.”112 

When Oliver North became associated with the contra guerillas, which Reagan 

had called the “moral equivalent of our Founding Fathers,” he connected their cause 

to the ‘lost cause’ of Vietnam, and grabbed the opportunity to correct the wrongs from 

the past, if necessary with as few ties to the rest of the administration as possible. 

McFarlane explained this intrinsic linkage during the congressional hearings: 

 

Now, in the wake of his service [in Vietnam], having to cope with the 
vivid reminders of how worth it was and how tragic a loss of life of 
Vietnamese-tens of thousands occurred from it-I believe that [North] 
committed himself to assuring that he would never be party to such a 
thing again if he could prevent it. And I think for him, when it became 
a matter of association with the contra movement, that it was again a 
circumstance where we had made a commitment to people, that he 
could see we were just about to break, and that the bottom line 
consequence of that would be the death of a lot of people, contras, and 
that he couldn't be party to that.113 

 

When North was asked himself what the difference was between Vietnam and 

Nicaragua, he simply replied: “Ten thousand miles.”114 He elaborated on the parallels 

on another occasion during the Iran-contra hearings:  

 

It is my belief that what I saw in Vietnam, where I saw the Army of 
South Vietnam and I saw the Vietnamese Marines, one of whom was 
my roommate as I went through basic school at Quantico, and who 
gave their lives for their country, the parallel is to see that in the 
campesinos, the young men and women of the Nicaraguan Resistance, 
is extraordinarily profound.115  
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On yet another occasion, North reiterated an element of the ‘blame-game’ that 

was also central to the public relations campaign prior to Reagan’s speech before 

Congress on Central America of April 27, 1983 described above. In resonance with 

the revisionist theme that Congress was to blame for ‘losing Vietnam’ as a result of its 

reluctance to support America’s own troops and its anti-communist allies with 

sufficient resources, Oliver North said about the situation in Nicaragua:  

 

The Congress of the United States allowed the Executive to encourage 
[the contras] to do battle and then abandon them. The Congress of the 
United States left soldiers in the field unsupported and vulnerable to 
their Communist enemies.116  
 

North’s memories of the Vietnam War convinced him not only of the fact that 

Vietnam and Central America were identical to each other in the threat they posed to 

notions of freedom and democracy. The accusations that Congress had not ‘allowed’ 

those fighting in defense of freedom to win were identical as well.  

While McFarlane’s successor as national security advisor Admiral John 

Poindexter told North that he was “too emotionally involved (…) to be objective,” the 

basis of North’s emotion was far from unique.117 As previously argued, the Vietnam 

veterans and civilian militarists in what Greg Grandin called the “interagency war-

party” shared strong sentiments of ‘never again,’ combined with the fervor to make it 

right this time in Central America. Their almost fanatical focus on the region caused 

David Rothkopf, author and member of the Council of Foreign Relations, to state 

somewhat hyperbolically but essentially correctly: 

 

fighting communists in Central America can be seen in retrospect as a 
kind of a therapy program for American egos wounded in Southeast 
Asia to win their confidence back by beating up on rag-tag resistance 
groups who, while dangerous to people in their path, were not 
appreciably worse than the right-wing regimes we were supporting and 
certainly never really posed a major threat to any U.S. interests.118 
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Yet the influence that the memories of the Vietnam War experience had on 

Reagan’s Central American policy is obviously more complicated than merely an 

attempt at regaining confidence. The person probably closest to Oliver North, his boss 

Robert McFarlane, can be taken as illustrative of both the emotional legacy of 

Vietnam as well as the complexities at a cognitive level in trying to incorporate 

‘lessons learned’ in a new situation. When the Iran-contra scandal was exposed, but 

before the televised hearings started, McFarlane already expected the Vietnam War to 

play an important role in the whole affair, as he confessed in an interview with 

Barbara Walters:“ “I think, Barbara, that in a year's time, a curious and haunting 

factor that will come out in this episode is the Vietnam War.”119 

 By a remarkable conjuncture of events, McFarlane’s experiences with the 

Vietnam War encompass the very early stages of U.S. military escalation, the critical 

year of 1968, and the last days of American presence in Saigon. On March 8, 1965, he 

was the commander of the first Marine artillery unit to land in Vietnam. He would 

return for a second tour in late 1967, experienced the Tet offensive in Vietnam, and 

left the country again in September 1968. He became a White House Fellow in 1971, 

eventually working as a military assistant under then National Security Advisor Henry 

Kissinger in 1973. When the final North Vietnamese offensive overran Saigon in 

April 1975, McFarlane was assigned to handle the communications with the U.S. 

embassy from the White House, where he helped direct the fateful departure of the 

last American helicopters taking off from the embassy rooftops. 

 McFarlane’s memories of that war describe familiar themes found in the 

revisionist interpretation of Vietnam. They are common among those who served in 

the middle management of the military during that war, struggling with the need to 

follow orders from higher-ups while being responsible for and witness to the 

gruesome plight of regular soldiers dying in the field.120 He mentions the frustration 

felt when he was subject to incompetent leadership that was more concerned with 

upholding an image than being effective in combat. He lamented General 

Westmoreland’s attritional warfare, which he found based on “misguided 
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premises.”121 He blamed politicians for not allowing the military to use “our superior 

firepower to win the war in the north.”122 He credits people like Kissinger and 

Alexander Haig with applying the right strategy eventually – i.e. unrestricted bombing 

of North Vietnam – but the insight came at a time when public opinion and the media 

had created a climate in which continuation of the war was unthinkable.123  

 McFarlane’s memories overlapped with those of his colleagues in the Reagan 

administration. The sense of defeat he experienced, like North, was caused not in 

essence by the enemy in Vietnam but by domestic opponents – in government, in the 

media, or by opposition from the public opinion. He stated that he came away from 

Vietnam with “a profound sense of very intolerable failure” at the way the conflict 

ended, but not with a loss of faith in the initial ideals that led the United States into 

that war.124 Oliver North retained his belief in the innate goodness of fighting 

communism in Vietnam, and McFarlane continued to believe in what he called “the 

Kennedy notion” – the idea that the United States had the opportunity and 

responsibility to enable others in the world to enjoy the fruits of individual, political, 

and economic freedom. When Ronald Reagan reinvigorated those ideals in his 

election of 1980, it inspired some hope with McFarlane of undoing the history of the 

Vietnam War by attempting to recreate an image of an earlier era.  

Yet on a practical level, dealing with the past proved to be more complex than 

the collective rejuvenation of hope implied. In his memoir, McFarlane proposed his 

“chief lesson” from Vietnam: an administration had to clearly communicate what it is 

trying to do, in particular when a commitment of forces and risking of lives were at 

issue. “Realism about our socio-political fabric here at home” was crucial, and any 

attempt to “undertake (…) this kind of thing again without the thoroughgoing support 

and understanding of the American people and the Congress” would be unsustainable 

and unwise, according to McFarlane.125 But during his time as national security 

advisor, McFarlane took the initiative to secretly trade weapons for hostages with 

Iran. With regards to the Nicaraguan case, it was McFarlane who consciously 

circumvented Congress by soliciting funds from other nations after Congress 

prohibited American resources from being used in sustaining the Nicaraguan 
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contras.126 Moreover, in the fall of 1985, McFarlane met Oliver North numerous times 

to discuss the altering of government documents relating to NSC aid to the contras, 

hiding the real activities of the government from Congress and the public.127 In fact, 

when in a position of real power, McFarlane violated his own stated “chief lesson” of 

Vietnam in favor of actions that were secret and illegal but aimed at restoring 

American military power in the world.  

Nevertheless, despite the fact that McFarlane’s actions seemed to contradict 

his ‘lessons learned’ from Vietnam, these stated lessons in his memoir should not be 

seen as nothing more than hollow phrases. Actually, it is likely that McFarlane 

struggled with several contrasting interpretations of those lessons. Was transparency 

of the government’s actions more important than taking the risk that Congress and the 

public, perceived by him as clouded in their judgment by the ‘Vietnam syndrome,’ 

would fail to realize the international threats he and others in the administration 

observed? 

Whether or not related to the discrepancy between McFarlane’s stated “chief 

lesson” of Vietnam and his actions as national security advisor, McFarlane was 

tormented by guilt over the Iran-contra affair. On February 9, 1987, he attempted to 

commit suicide. By that time, extensive research by Congress on the affair was 

already underway, but McFarlane stated that his suicide attempt was not aimed at 

evading the investigations. “I thought that I had failed the country,” he said after his 

recovery. He referred to the Eastern tradition of Seppuku or Hara-kiri – committing 

suicide to restore lost honor - as an explanation of why he thought that even after 

several months of treatment his motives to attempt suicide were not the result of 

temporary mental instability.128 As a result of his upbringing and the experiences in 

his life, he confessed that “improving the lot of my fellow man” by devoted 

government service “became almost the exclusive measure of my worth.”129 He 

deeply regretted allowing the affairs to get started and subsequently allowing them to 

continue. “I could have stopped things from getting worse,” he believed.130 As the 
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aggressive chief counsel of the Senate Iran-contra committee Arthur L. Liman said: 

“McFarlane deserves credit as the one figure to acknowledge that what happened was 

wrong (…) He felt guilt-ridden for having set North in motion”131 

In what could be described as a specific side-note to the aftermath of Vietnam, 

McFarlane was tempted to overextend himself on Iran and Nicaragua for the same 

reasons Alexander Haig had failed in his approach towards El Salvador– both men 

wanted to match their monumental mentor Henry Kissinger, who dominated U.S. 

foreign policy issues throughout the Vietnam era.132 “Bud’s [McFarlane] tragic flaw 

was wanting to be Henry Kissinger, to be at the vortex, moving planets and shaking 

continents, respected as a profound, strategic thinker,” a colleague of McFarlane said 

on the basis of anonymity.133 McFarlane possessed a keen mind in his own right, but 

he did not possess the same authority over people and bureaucracies as Kissinger did. 

His appointment as national security advisor had come somewhat as a surprise to 

himself and his colleagues and was not so much the result of his own commanding 

stature but more of personal and political considerations that left McFarlane the most 

prudent choice. Once in office, he wanted to assert himself on behalf of 

administration policy. When he started to worry about the excesses resulting from 

policies in Central America, “he did not have the self-confidence to stand up against a 

policy he privately believed was misguided or worse,” in Theodore Draper’s 

description.134 

The sentiment of ‘unfinished business’ left in Vietnam looms large over the 

Iran-contra affair.135 McFarlane’s successor John Poindexter, who had not served in 

Vietnam himself, pointed to the effect the Vietnam War had on those who actually 

fought there, as well as on those who experienced the era, when he said:  

 

I think it had an impact. I think it had an impact on a lot of people…I 
think I was that way, I think Bud was that way, Ollie that way, the 
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President was that way. We didn’t want to desert the contras…On the 
national security policymaking, not just within the Administration but 
within Congress…Vietnam played a very big role both ways.136 

 

The memories of the Vietnam War also affected public opinion on the affair in 

various ways. Political scientist Amy Fried argues at length in her book on the 

relationship between the Iran-contra hearings and public opinion how North was cast 

as a hero by media and political forces, resulting in what became known as 

“Olliemania.”137 In a way, Reagan initiated the idolization of North by calling him a 

hero, both in public and allegedly also during the short telephone call he had with 

North just after Reagan had fired him.138 According to Fried, the anonymity of North 

previous to the hearings made his image malleable. “Oliver North the person could 

thus easily become Oliver North the persona, a stereo-typed figure, stripped down and 

simplified.”139 As far as this persona related to the memories of the Vietnam War, the 

image of Oliver North became a projection screen of the public memory of that war. 

In the second half of the 1980s, those memories became increasingly 

dominated by the images that people knew from movie screens. The trend towards 

hyper-masculine action heroes of which Arnold Schwarzenegger, Chuck Norris, and 

Sylvester Stallone were the flag-bearers is often attributed in part to disappointment 

after the Vietnam War.140 These heroes could fight whole armies on their own, 

making use of paramilitary tactics. The movies often showed an inversion of tactics 

used during the Vietnam War, making the American heroes adopt techniques 

associated with the Vietcong guerillas while fighting an inept, unwieldy military force 

analogous to the U.S. armed forces in Vietnam.  

Oliver North was often portrayed as a Rambo figure in cartoons and 

descriptions but also by his references to the contra cause as “his war,” as if it were 

his personal struggle equal to those fought on the screens by movie heroes. Two lines 

from the popular second Rambo film, First Blood Part II, seemed particularly to 

                                                
136 Wroe, Lives, Lies and the Iran-Contra Affair, 117. 
137 See in particular chapter three, “Oliver North and the politics of hero creation,” in: Fried, Muffled 
Echoes: Oliver North and the Politics of Public Opinion, 62-97. 
138 Anonymous editor, “Who was betrayed?” Time Magazine, December 8, 1986, also published on 
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,963029,00.html (last accessed June 14, 2011).   
139 Ibid., 74. 
140 Hagopian, The Vietnam War in American Memory: Veterans, Memorials, and the Politics of 
Healing, 175, 227-229; Gordon Arnold, The Afterlife of America's War in Vietnam: Changing Visions 
in Politics and on Screen (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co, 2006), 80-112; John Hellmann, American 
Myth and the Legacy of Vietnam (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), 51-71. 
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match fiction with reality. The movie, released in 1985, featured John Rambo, a 

poorly treated Vietnam veteran. In the first scene of the movie, Rambo is asked to go 

on a dangerous covert mission into Cambodia to liberate American POWs. Before he 

agrees to the job that his old commanding officer is proposing, he famously asks: “Do 

we get to win this time?” The officer responds: “This time, it’s up to you.”141 The 

implication that the last time – in Vietnam - it wasn’t up to him and that now he was 

allowed to take measures into his own hands seemed to coincide exactly with the 

image that North portrayed during the hearings, but also of the image he had of 

himself. After all, in addition to North’s nicknames “blood and guts,” he also liked 

others to call him “Rambo.”142   

The popularity of Oliver North as a modern action hero had some resonance 

with the public, although not as much, and not as positive, as was suggested at the 

height of “Olliemania.” In one respect, North tapped into a reservoir of popular 

images from American culture, best described by R.W. Apple in The New York Times 

when he said that Oliver North was “the underdog, true believer, one man against the 

crowd: there was a lot of Gary Cooper in him, the lonesome cowboy, a lot of Jimmy 

Stewart, too, the honest man facing down the politicians, and quite a bit of Huck 

Finn.”143 But eventually, “Olliemania” was nothing more than a very short-lived hype, 

created to a large degree by political pundits and savvy entrepreneurs. As both Amy 

Fried and David Thelen demonstrate in their research on “Olliemania,” the sentiment 

was shallow and less positive then presented.144 For instance, sales of Ollie-dolls were 

very low, and mail to senators was not excessive and largely a product of a political 

campaign of conservative supporters of Reagan. The televised hearings did portray 

North favorably, dressed in crisp uniform, his medals on display and filmed from a 

favorable angle – from below and seated as accused before a double-rowed semi-

circle of accusing congressmen. But poll data suggest that although North was 

considered a scapegoat and therefore a victim of the situation, at no time did a 

majority of those polled call North a hero. Favorable ratings were largely due to pity, 

not from an appreciation of his actions, and large majorities thought that the 

                                                
141 George P. Cosmatos, Rambo, First Blood Part 2 (United States: Tri-Star Pictures, 1985). 
142 Douglas Kellner, Media Culture: Cultural Studies, Identity, and Politics between the Modern and 
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143 Fried, Muffled Echoes: Oliver North and the Politics of Public Opinion, 79. 
144 Ibid.; Thelen, Becoming Citizens in the Age of Television: How Americans Challenged the Media 
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qualification ‘hero’ was either an overstatement or simply wrong.145 If anything, 

Oliver North became the embodiment of a post-Vietnam conservative variety of 

patriotism, symbolizing both the divisions that sprang out of the Vietnam War and the 

polarization of political debate that ensued from the 1960s onward. In relation to 

foreign policy, the person Oliver North had a much more profound impact than the 

public image of “Olliemania.”   

 

The different personal, institutional, and collective memories of the Vietnam War 

severely limited the scope of Reagan’s foreign policy initiatives in Central America. 

However, that same legacy also convinced some hardliners that illegal covert action 

was the best option available. While Reagan’s administration wanted to make Central 

America a testing ground in the post-Vietnam fight against communism, Congress 

and a reluctant popular sentiment halted these ambitions on the basis of ‘lessons 

learned’ from Vietnam. It fueled hawkish accusations that an ‘obstructionist’ 

Congress had rendered the executive branch powerless in the face of a communist 

threat.146 Many inside and outside based their perception of Central American on their 

memories of the Vietnam War. As many contrasting memories of that period existed, 

the administration attempted to give Congress and the press new instructions on how 

to remember the Vietnam War along the lines of their current foreign policy 

initiatives. A coordinated public relations effort peaked in Reagan’s high-profile 

speech before a joint session of Congress on April 27, 1983. However, the presented 

memory of the Vietnam War favored by the administration failed to attract sufficient 

support for the anti-communist forces in Central America.   

As attention shifted from El Salvador to Nicaragua, the attempts to adjust 

public memories of Vietnam shifted towards covert actions based on personal 

memories. When Reagan made an emotional plea that the Nicaraguan contras not be 

left alone by what he saw as an ignorant and immoral act from Congress, Casey, 

North, and others responded immediately to the cue and created a way where there 

was none. A large part of their motivation stemmed from a desire to correct what they 

remembered as the most damaging aftereffects of the Vietnam War. Opponents of 

                                                
145 For an excellent break-down of the poll-data concerning North’s heroism, see Fried, Muffled 
Echoes: Oliver North and the Politics of Public Opinion, 84-87. 
146 Several interviews with those involved from 2006 refer to the “obstructionism” of Congress that left 
them no choice.Rothkopf, Running the World: The Inside Story of the National Security Council and 
the Architects of American Power, 248-251. 
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Reagan’s foreign policy thought that the administration remembered a ‘wrong’ 

version of that conflict, while some within the administration were convinced that 

those critics were the ones who were misguided in their memories. The opponents’ 

memories generally entailed a limitation in military force and foreign commitments. 

In contrast, the alternative perceptions of the Vietnam War within the administration 

were often instrumental in creating a sense of urgency, resulting in more radical 

solutions.     

When McFarlane lay in the hospital after his suicide attempt, Reagan called 

and reassured him that despite the failure of the Iran-contra initiative his actions had 

been for a “sensible goal” – in other words, Iran- contra had been a ‘noble cause’ just 

like the Vietnam War had been.147 Thus Central America, and the contra cause in 

particular, provided a geopolitical opportunity and an emotional framework that 

conveniently fitted a revisionist post-Vietnam script. Refighting the lost war became 

now a real opportunity as the contras were marked ‘freedom fighters,’ the ‘good’ 

guerillas more analogous to the American revolutionary militias than to the Vietcong, 

more ‘us’ than ‘them’. Moreover, the emotional context of the Vietnam War 

coincided with a more general strategic response to communism in the Third World: 

the ‘roll-back’ approach of the Reagan Doctrine.   

A central feature in refighting Vietnam in Central America consisted of covert 

actions and anti-guerilla or counterinsurgency tactics. These forms of military action 

evoked their own memories as well, as they were a small part of a larger debate 

within the U.S. military on the ‘right’ lessons after the lost war of Vietnam. Also 

within the military institutions, conflicting and contested memories of that war had a 

considerable influence on how the United States operated within the realm of 

international relations, as will be discussed in the next chapter. 
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4.	  Rebuilding	  the	  forces:	  literally	  and	  spiritually	  	  
 

As the previous chapters illustrated, the resurgence of American power in the world 

that Reagan envisioned under his presidency was challenged by events in Central 

America. Memories of the Vietnam War significantly influenced American 

perceptions of the region. Views on what should be done varied widely: some 

advocated an increase in military assistance, while others strongly rejected it. Those 

opposed to military aid were in relative agreement on the reticence in international 

affairs that Vietnam presumably taught them. Yet those in favor of a more powerful 

foreign policy could not agree on the role of military force in such a policy, as the 

disputes between Secretary of State Alexander Haig and Secretary of Defense Caspar 

Weinberger demonstrate. Additionally, the Iran-contra affair illustrated a 

disagreement within the administration on the permissible level of force that should 

be applied in Central America.   

 These disputes on military force were not limited only to the cabinet level. 

Particularly within the United States Armed Forces themselves, the ‘lessons of 

Vietnam’ were analyzed and resulted in contested advice for future conflicts. As I will 

demonstrate in this chapter, military solutions after Vietnam predominately returned 

to emphasizing a pre-Vietnam, conventional approach towards warfare. In that 

process, the experiences from fighting the Vietcong guerillas were consciously 

forgotten on an institutional level by the top military leadership. The dominant ideas 

on the future of the United States Armed Forces were notably influenced by memories 

of the Vietnam War in several ways. The institutionalization of those memories 

resulted in the Weinberger/Powell doctrine and the Goldwater-Nichols Act, which 

will be a recurring theme in this chapter and the next. 

In contrast to the emphasis on conventional military power from the top 

leadership, specialists in counterinsurgency and Low Intensity Conflict (LIC) from 

the lower levels of the institution tried to reformulate what they perceived as pivotal 

lessons from the Vietnam War, which they based on their personal experiences. 

Events in Central America during the Reagan administration played an important part 

in recollecting these pivotal lessons. This debate will be mainly addressed in this 

chapter only. As the scope of this dissertation does not take into account the period 

after 1992, it cannot incorporate what is generally seen as the explicit reappraisal of 

counterinsurgency tactics and the institutionalization of lessons of Vietnam on that 
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specific way of warfare, which occurred after the invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq in 

2001 and 2003.1 Nevertheless, this chapter will address the roots of those discussions 

during the 1970s and 1980s, when the memories of the Vietnam War were fresher and 

more sensitive. 

But as the domestic opposition towards Reagan’s Central America policy 

makes clear, a strong military alone does not suffice to rebuild American power in the 

world. The popular will to project that power and the conviction that communism in 

the Third World threatened the national interest of the United States had to be rebuilt 

as well. The previous chapters demonstrated how Reagan tried to do so by directly 

and specifically addressing the memory of the Vietnam War. In this chapter, I will 

demonstrate that the threats from Lebanon and Grenada in 1983 inspired confidants of 

Reagan to try to address what they perceived as negative memories of the Vietnam 

War on a more general level as well. As I will argue, the Reagan administration 

attempted to rebuild an ‘enemy image’ that was lost after Vietnam but was equally 

important to rebuilding military supremacy if the United States wanted to win the 

Cold War. These combined efforts at rebuilding American power on military and 

spiritual levels will be the overall focus of this chapter. 

The United States Armed Forces were in a deplorable state in the 1970s. 

Particularly the Army suffered under the devastating effect that the Vietnam War had 

on the military and American society. As journalist Ward Just overheard an unnamed 

senior officer saying at the end of the war: “I’ll be damned if I permit the United 

States Army, its institutions, its doctrine, and its traditions to be destroyed just to win 

this lousy war.”2 Yet the breakdown of the military seemed at hand. A 1971 issue of 

Armed Forces Journal published the assessment of Colonel Robert Heinl that read:  

 
Our army that now remains in Vietnam is in a state approaching collapse, with 
individual units avoiding or having refused combat, murdering their officers 
and noncommissioned officers, drug-ridden, and dispirited where not near-
mutinous (…) conditions [exist].3 
  

                                                
1 Richard Lock-Pullan, “Iraq and Vietnam: military lessons and legacies,” in: John Dumbrell and David 
Ryan, eds., Vietnam in Iraq: Tactics, Lessons, Legacies and Ghosts (London: Routledge, 2007), 66-85; 
James H. Lebovic, The Limits of U.S. Military Capability: Lessons from Vietnam and Iraq (Baltimore, 
MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010). 
2 Guenter Lewy, America in Vietnam (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978), 154. 
3 Robert D. Heinl, Jr., "The Collapse of the Armed Forces," Armed Forces Journal, June 7, 1971, 
reprinted in Marvin E. Gettleman, Vietnam and America: A Documented History (New York: Grove 
Press, 1985), 327. 
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Protests and draft evasion at home had spilled over into the military in what some 

called “the soldier’s revolt.”4 In these final years of the American presence in 

Vietnam, officers sometimes were forced to agree with their subordinates to 

officiously replace the ‘search and destroy’ missions with ‘search and evade’ 

missions, under the implicit threat of ‘fragging’ – instances where conscripts would 

throw fragmentation grenades into the barracks of their own officers if they deemed 

them too aggressive or too strict.  

 The challenges for the armed forces were manifold. The most prominent 

issues related to the public perception of the military, the political climate, and inter-

service rivalry between the several military branches. Appreciation of the armed 

forces had dropped to unprecedentedly low levels. In 1969, Life Magazine published 

an editorial on the then-current “antimilitary mood,” a sentiment that would only 

grow in the coming years.5 A Harris Survey taken in November 1980 illustrated that 

the military as an institution had enjoyed “high confidence” of 66 percent of the 

population in 1966. In 1980, that number had dropped to 28 percent.6 In the years 

after the Vietnam War, the image of returning veterans was framed by media and 

public opinion in negative stereotypes as crazy, out-of-control baby-killers who 

presumably would ‘bring the war home,’ as they were depicted as desensitized and 

dehumanized ‘time-bombs’ waiting to explode their rage on American streets.7 

Politically, defense issues were an unpopular topic. A mutual sense of distrust on 

national security affairs permeated the relationship between the executive and 
                                                
4 Joel Geier,”Vietnam: The Soldier's Revolt,” in: International Socialist Review, Issue 9 (August-
September 2000) also published on http://www.isreview.org/issues/09/soldiers_revolt.shtml (last 
accessed on June 14, 2011). See also the documentary Sir! no Sir! the Suppressed Story of the GI 
Movement to End the War in Vietnam, directed by David Zeiger (New York: Docurama / New Video, 
2006). 
5Anonymous editor, “That antimilitary mood,” Life, March 21, 1969, p 38, also available on 
http://books.google.nl/books?id=1FIEAAAAMBAJ&lpg=PA38&ots=LYYhg3Saxu&dq=congress%20
vietnam%20most%20anti-military&pg=PA38#v=onepage&q&f=false (last accessed June 14, 2011).  
6 “Confidence in institutions,” ABC News-Harris Survey, November 24, 1980, as published in the 
online Harris Vault http://www.harrisinteractive.com/vault/Harris-Interactive-Poll-Research-
CONFIDENCE-IN-INSTITUTIONS-1980-11.pdf (last accessed June 14, 2011). The military was not 
the exception. The poll clearly shows a drop in confidence in United States institutions in general since 
the Vietnam era. 
7 In his well-known speech before the Fulbright Committee, John Kerry described some of the horrors 
that veterans had confessed to during the Winter Soldier investigations. See John Kerry, “Vietnam 
Veterans Against the War statement,” published in full on 
http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Vietnam_Veterans_Against_the_War_Statement (last accessed June 14, 
2011). See for the creation of that stereotypical image in popular memory also Robert D. Schulzinger, 
A Time for Peace: The Legacy of the Vietnam War (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 153-
182; Gordon Arnold, The Afterlife of America's War in Vietnam: Changing Visions in Politics and on 
Screen (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co, 2006), 81; Jerry Lembcke, The Spitting Image: Myth, 
Memory, and the Legacy of Vietnam (New York: Random House, 1998), 217.  
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legislative branches. Within the military, a distrust of civilian leadership in general 

was broad-based as many within the armed forces blamed politicians for the defeat in 

Vietnam. Alternatively, some in the military held the internal rivalry between the 

several military branches responsible for the lack of victory in Vietnam.8 To 

overcome this multitude of challenges, the U.S. military was forced to reinvent itself.  

 Unsurprisingly, the perceptions and interpretations of the Vietnam War 

heavily influenced the reorganization of the military. However, the ‘lessons’ of 

Vietnam, despite having the aura of objectivity and common sense, were selectively 

applied and demonstrated a process of both remembering and forgetting. 

Organizational and institutional changes were clearly adjustments based on new 

realities after Vietnam or faults exposed by the war experience. The public perception 

of the armed forces changed positively throughout the 1980s due to the reinvigorated 

patriotism under Reagan and his administration’s public re-appraisal of the plight of 

Vietnam-era draftees.9 However, doctrinal changes after Vietnam seemed 

predominately based on a denial, or deliberate forgetting, of the more complex, 

unpopular aspects of warfare in Vietnam. George Herring called the application of the 

lessons of Vietnam in the military the start of “a veritable revolution in organization, 

recruitment, training, education, and doctrine.”10 This revolution indeed occurred in 

almost all aspects Herring noted. But with regards to the last aspect – doctrine – it is 

more apt to speak of a reactionary instead of a revolutionary movement, as the ideas 

on doctrine predominately returned to their pre-Vietnam status. In that respect, 

dealing with the legacy of the Vietnam War in the armed forces proved to be a 

process of collective amnesia and selective remembrance.  

 

                                                
8 See for one prominent example Bruce Palmer, The 25-Year War: America's Military Role in Vietnam 
(Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1984). 
9 The presumed lack of appreciation of Vietnam veterans in the early 1980s is often overstated. As a 
November 1980 Harris Survey indicates, 97 percent of the public believed at that time that Vietnam 
veterans “deserve respect for having served their country,” See “Veterans and public look back on 
Vietnam War,” ABC News-Harris Survey, November 10, 1980, as published online on 
http://www.harrisinteractive.com/vault/Harris-Interactive-Poll-Research-VETERANS-AND-PUBLIC-
LOOK-BACK-ON-VIETNAM-WAR-1980-11.pdf (last accessed on June 14, 2011). See also  Patrick 
Hagopian, The Vietnam War in American Memory: Veterans, Memorials, and the Politics of Healing 
(Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 2009), 49-78 and 140-165. 
10 George Herring, “Preparing Not to Refight the Last War: The impact of the Vietnam War on the U.S. 
Military,” in: Charles E. Neu, ed., After Vietnam: Legacies of a Lost War (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
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Learning	  and	  unlearning	  in	  the	  U.S.	  military	  

The most profound change involved the abolition of the draft in 1973. Continued 

protests against the war in Vietnam, the general discontent with the draft system, and 

difficulties in retaining qualified and able men within the military convinced Congress 

that an All-Volunteer Army (AVA) should be the future of the U.S. military. Critics 

of abolition echoed George Washington, who had stated: “Every citizen who enjoys 

the protection of a free Government owes not only a proportion of his property, but 

even his personal service to the defense of it.”11 Long seen as a vital instrument of 

nation-building that taught civic responsibility to the population, the Vietnam-era 

draft became increasingly considered unfair as lower classes (in particular Afro-

Americans or ‘blacks,’ as they were called at the time) were disproportionately 

represented in the military, unable to make use of the deferments and loop-holes 

available to the better educated and better connected.12 From 1973 onward, the 

military was forced to renew itself as an institution with a civilian role that competed 

with others as an employer. Now, it must take into account the demands and wishes of 

the modern-day employee – for instance, by introducing an eight-hour day and five-

day workweek and abolishing duties like Kitchen Patrol. Yet these ‘soft’ measures 

were accompanied with a reaffirmation of the military’s martial tradition by 

emphasizing realistic training and strong discipline to fight off the low morale of the 

Vietnam era.13 

Another fundamental change was the restructuring of the services, in 

particular the role of the Reserves. Army Chief of Staff Creighton Abrams 

restructured the Army in such a way that no major deployment of force could take 

place without calling up the Reserves. The new institutional structure would ensure 

that no future war could be fought without the necessary public debate on the 

mobilization of the Reserves that President Johnson had so carefully avoided during 

the Vietnam War.14 Also, after pressing complaints about a ‘hollow army’ that did not 

                                                
11 George Washington “Sentiments on a Peace Establishment,” May 2, 1783, as published in The 
Writings of George Washington (1938), edited by John C. Fitzpatrick, Vol. 26, p. 289. 
12 Christian G. Appy, Working-Class War: American Combat Soldiers and Vietnam (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1993), 365. 
13 See for instance Vietnam veteran General Tommy Franks, who became convinced after Vietnam that 
reinstalling strict discipline was the most important lesson to take away from that war. Tommy Franks, 
American Soldier (New York: Regan Books, 2004), 118, 199-201. 
14 According to Conrad Crane, Abrams’ subordinates later claimed that the general specifically had a 
long-term vision with his reorganization, i.e. “to ensure that no president could ever again fight another 
Vietnam without mobilization,” although Crane could not find any documents that supported that 
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match the minimal requirements of a superpower during the Cold War, generals like 

Abrams convinced first Carter and then Reagan to initiate a military build-up that 

bore fruit in the early 1980s. 

Despite these major changes, the post-Vietnam attitude towards the kind of 

war America should prepare for showed a remarkable consistency with the pre-war 

mind-set. It is helpful to briefly look into the two major types of warfare applied 

during the Vietnam War to understand to what degree military doctrine remained 

relatively unaffected by the ‘lessons of Vietnam.’ The literature roughly distinguishes 

two different types of warfare implemented during the conflict. The first is 

conventional warfare, in which two or more well-defined armies fight each other in 

open battle. This was the type of warfare that the U.S. military predominately 

prepared for, relying on superior weaponry and firepower to be employed in big, 

traditional battles. It also formed the basis of the idea of invincibility that the U.S. 

military prided itself on prior to the Vietnam War.  

However, conventional tactics and strategies did not match well with the 

Vietnamese jungle environment, the self-imposed prohibition on invading North 

Vietnam, and the guerilla-style enemy they encountered in South Vietnam. Therefore, 

the military applied another type of warfare called counterinsurgency, or Low 

Intensity Conflict (LIC)-warfare, or simply unconventional warfare. Pioneered by the 

British in Malaya after the Second World War, its proponents advocated 

counterinsurgency tactics in Vietnam against the communist guerillas, particularly 

after the French experienced heavy losses with their conventional tactics. 

Counterinsurgency was enthusiastically supported by President John F. Kennedy, who 

believed that specialized forces, trained in a hybrid type of warfare, could both ‘win 

hearts and minds’ of the local population, effectively combat guerillas, and ‘pacify’ 

the countryside in a way that large mechanized units could not. Both conventional 

warfare and counterinsurgency were employed in various phases and programs 

throughout the Vietnam War, inspiring much postwar debate on the effectiveness and 

                                                                                                                                       
claim. Conrad C. Crane, Avoiding Vietnam: The U.S. Army's Response to Defeat in Southeast Asia 
(Carlisle Barracks, PA: Strategic Studies Institute, U.S. Army War College, 2002), 5. However, the 
safety-net that Abrams installed seems so obviously based on his experiences in Vietnam, where he 
served as a deputy to General Westmoreland, that is very hard to imagine Abrams’ reorganization as 
not being a result of ‘lessons learned.’  
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suitability of both types of warfare and their respective roles in the failure of 

Vietnam.15 

While the act of remembering the Vietnam War permeated almost all aspects 

of military institutions, the act of forgetting influenced their most vital aspect – their 

attitude towards future wars. Despite fundamental changes in other fields, the U.S. 

military after Vietnam returned to a pre-Vietnam reliance on the massive application 

of force and superior technology. In a variation of the old military maxim, military 

historian Russel Weigley complained that the army was preparing for the last 

satisfactory war – World War II.16 While the Vietnam experience provided lessons on 

some occasions, another sentiment was illustrated by an anonymous officer quoted in 

1980, saying: “Vietnam is such a nasty word in the American vocabulary today that 

even military men are loath to look back on it for lessons applicable in the future.”17  

According to Russel Weigley, the revival of post-World War II, pre-Vietnam 

military doctrine was illustrated by, and due to, the success of Colonel Harry 

Summer’s revisionist military history On Strategy, published in early 1981.18 The title 

of the book was an explicit variation on the military classic On War from German 

strategist Carl von Clausewitz. In Summers’ use of Clausewitzian concepts, he mainly 

argued that the civilian leadership failed to understand the nature of war and the 

relationship between policy goals and military objectives. As a result, the United 

States military was used to fight a war in which all battles were won, but the intended 

ultimate objective could never be met. Other military revisionists would soon follow 

with variations on this interpretation, which - in various degrees of sophistication - 

exonerated the military from failure in Vietnam to a certain extent.19  
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“You know you never defeated us on the battlefield,” Colonel Summers 

quotes himself as saying to a North Vietnamese counterpart just before the fall of 

Saigon in 1975. Summers’ claim may be open to different interpretations, but it was 

warmly embraced by the Army.20 Summers’ book came out in a period in which 

revisionist histories of the Vietnam War became increasingly common. Although On 

Strategy is more sophisticated than a simple ‘stab-in-the-back’-theory, a more 

superficial reading of Summers’ book and of other military revisionist accounts of the 

time could easily support the sentiments that the military could not be blamed for the 

American defeat in Vietnam. As military historian Conrad Crane testified from 

personal experience as a teacher at institutions like the U.S. Military Academy and the 

Army War College:  

 

Unsophisticated readers often interpret [Summers] that way, including 
(…) cadets at West Point, lieutenants and captains in Officer Basic and 
Advanced Courses, and majors at Command and General Staff College 
(CGSC). Instructors at military schools have to work hard to dispel 
such illusions.21 

 

Summers’ book inspired a renewed appreciation for classical military doctrine, 

bringing both Clausewitz and Thucydides back to the curriculum. But where the study 

of history and classical military theories on war increased at all military institutions, 

counterinsurgency or Low Intensity Conflict (LIC) Studies almost disappeared. It 

received very little attention in training programs, Field Manuals, and military 

publications that were primarily geared towards large conventional battles on the 

plains of Europe. The 1973 Yom Kippur War was selected as the new model, as it 

emphasized a reliance on high-tech weaponry not unlike Robert McNamara’s 
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may be so, but that is irrelevant.” Harry Summers interviews General Frederick C. Weyand, Vietnam 
Magazine, No 1, 1988, as published also on http://www.historynet.com/interview-with-general-
frederick-c-weyand-about-the-american-troops-who-fought-in-the-vietnam-war.htm.  
21 Ibid., 2002. Crane would later contribute to the  new counterinsurgency manual FM-3-24, in 
cooperation with General David Petreaus. David Howell Petraeus and James F. Amos, 
Counterinsurgency : FM 3-24 (2006) (Boulder, Colo.; Newbury: Paladin ; Casemate [distributor], 
2009). 
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Pentagon had done under the Kennedy and Johnson administrations – although the 

name of the almost unanimously unpopular secretary of defense does not appear as a 

model in the context of this renaissance. In contrast to the high-tech conventional 

warfare build-up, the Kennedy-sponsored interest in counterinsurgency during the 

Vietnam War proved to be short-lived. In fact, instructors at the Strategic Studies 

Institute discovered in the 1980s that all the files on counterinsurgency available at 

the Special Operations School in Fort Bragg, North Carolina, had been thrown away 

in the 1970s – such had been the disillusionment with the Vietnam experience.22 

Those within the military who did want to investigate the merits of counterinsurgency 

lessons from the Vietnam experience were even designated as ‘iconoclasts’ as late as 

1987.23  

 Often credited to the Reagan presidency, but actually initiated under Carter, 

the military build-up of the 1980s was aimed at preparing for large-scale conventional 

warfare with the Soviets. The concerns about the deplorable state of the armed forces 

and America’s readiness were answered first by Democratic hawks in power like 

National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski.24 However, many of the hotbeds that 

both Carter and Reagan got involved in were predominately situated in the Third 

World – Angola, Central America, Grenada, Lebanon, and Iran. With perhaps the 

exception of Grenada, these conflicts asked not for the massive deployment of 

military force, but for other solutions that fell approximately into three categories: the 

first was a combined diplomatic-military effort that needed to be precise and 

measured, the second was the deployment of a peace-keeping force, and the third 

required profound knowledge of and capability in counterinsurgency warfare. As it 

turned out, the experiences of the failed rescue operation to free the hostages in Iran in 

1980, the Lebanon bombing in 1983, and the Central American insurgencies during 

the 1980s illustrated the lack of effectiveness in all three areas – obviously much to 

the frustration of those involved.   

                                                
22 Crane, Avoiding Vietnam: The U.S. Army's Response to Defeat in Southeast Asia, 12. In 1979, only 8 
hours of a year-long education program were dedicated to LIC.   
23 Lawrence E. Grinter and Peter M. Dunn, eds., The American War in Vietnam: Lessons, Legacies, 
and Implications for Future Conflicts (New York: Greenwood Press, 1987), 125. 
24 Richard A. Melanson, American Foreign Policy since the Vietnam War: The Search for Consensus 
from Richard Nixon to George W. Bush (Armonk, N.Y.: Sharpe, 2005), 109; David J. Rothkopf, 
Running the World: The Inside Story of the National Security Council and the Architects of American 
Power (New York: PublicAffairs, 2005), 208-210. 
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 As stated before, there was hardly any emphasis on counterinsurgency in 

immediate post-Vietnam military training and schooling. That type of warfare evoked 

too many negative associations with the Vietnam War, which resulted in a 

considerable decline in knowledge and training in that field. It was not until after the 

confrontations under Reagan in Central America that low-intensity warfare returned 

to the Field Manuals, albeit still in very small portions. In general, while the return 

towards conventional warfare after Vietnam helped rebuild morale, recruitment, and 

the over-all image of the armed forces throughout the 1980s, senior officers were still 

adamantly opposed to the application of what historian George Herring described as  

“small doses of force in messy waters for obscure political purposes” – or, in other 

words, another Vietnam-like situation.25  

 One Vietnam veteran in particular attempted to make amends for the lost 

knowledge. Considering himself as one of the last experts in counterinsurgency, 

Colonel John Waghelstein, a veteran of both Vietnam and El Salvador, rang the alarm 

in 1986 with a modestly noted article called Counterinsurgency Doctrine and Low-

Intensity-Conflict in the Post-Vietnam Era.26 Waghelstein envisioned two different 

roles for the U.S. military; the surgical application of force, as in Grenada, and 

“assisting an ally in politico-military operations to combat armed insurgents.” Of the 

latter Waghelstein remarked: “The state of preparedness for this second role is at its 

lowest point in 20 years.”27  

 Where the army increasingly wanted to rely on high-tech weaponry after 

Vietnam, Waghelstein argued that “real counterinsurgency techniques are a step 

towards the primitive.”28 His call for more training and expertise in that field 

coincided with the publication of another military history on the Vietnam War that 

would be considered as a manual for future conflicts: Andrew Krepinevich’s The 

Army and Vietnam.29 According to Krepinevich, the Army first tried to fight a 

                                                
25 Herring, “Preparing Not to Refight the Last War,” in: Neu, After Vietnam: Legacies of a Lost War, 
74. 
26 John D. Waghelstein, “Counterinsurgency Doctrine and Low-Intensity-Conflict in the Post-Vietnam 
Era,” in: Grinter and Dunn, The American War in Vietnam: Lessons, Legacies, and Implications for 
Future Conflicts, first published in Military Review (May 1985). In an earlier publication, Waghelstein 
applied his main arguments to El Salvador, see Alvin H. Bernstein and John D. Waghelstein, "How to 
Win in El Salvador: With Training Programs and Basic Equipment the Salvadoran Army can Keep the 
Guerrillas on the Run," Policy Review, no. 27 (1984), 50-52. 
27 Waghelstein, “Counterinsurgency Doctrine,” in Grinter and Dunn, The American War in Vietnam: 
Lessons, Legacies, and Implications for Future Conflicts, 127. 
28 Waghelstein, “Counterinsurgency Doctrine,” in Ibid., 132. 
29 Krepinevich, The Army and Vietnam. 
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conventional war against the guerillas of the Vietcong after the post-Tonkin escalation 

of the war. Over the course of the war, the Americans adjusted their strategy with 

counterinsurgency tactics, for instance, by implementing the controversial Phoenix 

Program. This CIA program deliberately used what were called ‘counter-terror’ 

tactics and assassinations of Vietcong suspects to dramatically increase the costs to 

those who considered an alignment with the communists in South Vietnam. In the 

early 1970s, Phoenix proved to be quite effective in battling the guerillas.30 However, 

by that time the enemy had changed towards a more conventional-warfare approach, 

and as a result the US Army constantly fought the wrong war at the wrong time, 

according to Krepinevich. His interpretation was positively received, in part because 

it convincingly explained the contradiction of how a superior army could lose the war. 

Particularly after 2003 and the appearance of the Iraq insurgency, his book became as 

fashionable in military schools as Harry Summers’ had been before. Both 

Waghelstein and Krepinevich would enjoy a considerable rise in influence after 2001 

when new insurgencies in Afghanistan and Iraq spurred renewed interest in the 

‘lessons’ from Vietnam.31  

 In his 1986 article, Waghelstein credited people like Edward Lansdale and 

John K. Singlaub for being the few real experts in the field. But by naming these two, 

he unintentionally pointed towards another reason why the interest in 

counterinsurgency had dropped after Vietnam. Edward Lansdale was the colonel who 

first helped protect American interests in the Philippines after World War II and later 

became the chief advisor and confidant of the South Vietnamese leader Ngo Dinh 

Diem. A former advertising agent, Lansdale oversaw in South Vietnam psychological 

warfare operations and propaganda efforts that were aimed at strengthening the 

position of the relatively unpopular and pseudo-democratically elected leader Diem 

and his entourage. While Lansdale might be considered a somewhat mythological 

hero among people from the Intelligence community and those involved with Special 

Operations, his name became relatively notorious with the general public in the 1980s 

after he appeared in the PBS documentary Vietnam: A Television History and its 

                                                
30 Dale Andrade and James H. Willbanks, "CORDS/Phoenix: Counterinsurgency Lessons from 
Vietnam for the Future," Military Review 86, no. 2 (2006), 9; Greg Grandin, Empire's Workshop: Latin 
America, the United States, and the Rise of the New Imperialism (New York: Metropolitan Books, 
2006). See also the chapter on Iran-contra in this dissertation.  
31 Among others, J. D. Waghelstein, "What's Wrong in Iraq? Or Ruminations of a Pachyderm," 
Military Review 86, no. 1 (2006), 112-117; Andrew F. Krepinevich and Barry D. Watts, Regaining 
Strategic Competence (Washington, D.C.: Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments, 2009). 
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subsequent rebuttal Vietnam War. The Real Story that was created to correct what was 

seen as misconceptions about the war promoted in the first series.32  

But even before his television appearances, Lansdale had attained cult-status. 

He was the model for the character Alden Pyle in Graham Greene’s 1955 novel The 

Quiet American and for the aptly named Colonel Hillendale in Eugene Burdick’s 

1958 novel The Ugly American. By his actions in real life and the fictional characters 

that supposedly represented him, Lansdale came to epitomize the exact American 

hubris that opponents of the war considered to lay at the heart of the Vietnam debacle.  

The other name mentioned in Waghelstein’s article, John K. Singlaub, shared 

the characterization of Lansdale as well. To some, Singlaub was a true American 

patriot: a veteran of several wars, a devout anti-communist, and founder of the United 

States Council for World Freedom, a chapter of an international organization called 

the World Anti-Communist League. Yet Singlaub was also closely associated with 

CIA-Director William Casey, who brought him into contact with NSC-staffer Oliver 

North to advise on the paramilitary options available to North in Central America. In 

many respects, Singlaub’s private organization got involved in the support for the 

Nicaraguan contras, providing funds and weapons for Oliver North’s illegal activities 

after the Boland Amendments were passed in Congress. With Singlaub’s name 

associated so closely with the Iran-contra Affair, he - like Lansdale - became a 

product of the excessive idealism, patriotism, and what President Carter had called the 

“inordinate fear for communism” that had led the United States into the Vietnam 

quagmire. By highlighting these two names in his article, Waghelstein seemed to 

confirm the perception that counterinsurgency was the domain of gung-ho caricatures 

and lone-wolf figures, an association that did not fit well with the efforts to give the 

U.S. military a more appealing and reliable posture. It was people like Singlaub and 

Lansdale that engaged in the kind of private adventures that ideological zealots and 

amateurs like Oliver North aspired to. After all, it was noted in The Washington Post 

during the Iran-contra hearings that North had been “Lansdale-ized” and that he called 

himself “Lansdalean.”33   

                                                
32 Television's Vietnam- the Real Story, directed by Charlton Heston (Washington, D.C.: Accuracy in 
Media, 1984). The rebuttal was created after the release of the 13-part series Vietnam: A Television 
History that was largely based on Stanly Karnow’s history of the war. An organization called 
“Accuracy in Media” produced the rebuttal, which PBS was forced to show in addition to the first 
series. 
33 Jonathan Nashel, Edward Landsdale's Cold War (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 
2005), 190. 
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Despite the exciting appeal of counterinsurgency that had captured the 

imagination of John F. Kennedy, many in the armed forces concluded after Vietnam 

that low-intensity warfare was either too complex or was made too complex by its 

advocates. Waghelstein argued that real counterinsurgency entailed “total war at the 

grass-roots level – one that uses all the weapons of war, including political, economic 

and psychological warfare with the military aspect being a distant fourth in many 

cases.”34 The level of integration of services, departments, and functions needed for 

such an approach was too complex for the U.S. military, notorious for its inflexibility 

and entrenched institutional branches, some thought. The other response was to 

oversimplify the issue of counterinsurgency, in essence returning to the pre-Vietnam 

attitude of the Army illustrated by the former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 

General Maxwell Taylor, who thought in the early 1960s: “[Counterinsurgency] is 

just a form of small war, a guerilla operation in which we have a long record against 

the Indians. Any well-trained organization can shift the tempo to that which might be 

required in this kind of situation.”35 But most importantly, all terms associated with 

counterinsurgency evoked bad memories of the Vietnam War that ensured the 

continued unpopularity of that type of warfare.  

 

The	  enemy	  image	  

One of the challenges in counterinsurgency is the often diffuse image of the enemy. 

The difficulty in distinguishing between civilians who need protection and guerillas 

that need to be fought is a profound problem for soldiers on the ground but also for 

the citizens at home who form their perception of a conflict in part based on how 

credibly the threat is portrayed. Throughout the 20th century, propaganda efforts and 

‘Red Scares’ stimulated the creation of a simplified popular image of the communist 

enemy. The main message was that, although the ‘other’ or the enemy could look like 

‘us,’ its intentions and actions were clearly bad and evil. The appeal of a clear enemy 

in warfare is obvious as the dehumanization of the ‘other’ is an essential part of 

making populations capable of waging war against each other. The Vietnam War 

deconstructed this clear enemy image to a certain degree. For the Reagan 

administration, a large part of overcoming the legacy of Vietnam was related to the 

                                                
34 Waghelstein, “Counterinsurgency Doctrine,” in Grinter and Dunn, The American War in Vietnam: 
Lessons, Legacies, and Implications for Future Conflicts, 127. 
35 Waghelstein, “Counterinsurgency Doctrine,” in Ibid., 129. 
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effort of rebuilding this enemy image and convincing Congress and the public of the 

threat posed by communism. As I demonstrated in the previous chapters, Reagan and 

his administration tried in vain to present a credible threat to American national 

security coming from Central America. This failure in persuading the public in 

sufficient numbers stemmed in part from contesting memories of the Vietnam War, 

which Reagan addressed directly. Events in Grenada and Lebanon in 1983 

demonstrated alternative attempts at addressing those memories in order to rebuild a 

convincing image of the communist enemy. I will concentrate on these attempts 

below.   

 Obviously, Reagan’s rhetoric throughout his career aided the construction of 

an enemy image, and his own convictions about the unquestionably bad nature of 

communists remained unscathed by the Vietnam War. However, the clear belief in a 

Manichean world-order had lost considerable appeal since the Vietnam War as the 

nature of that conflict had clearly brought complicating factors such as nationalism 

and poverty to light as well. Reagan thus tried to reconstruct that enemy image to 

liberate his foreign policy from this legacy from Vietnam as he and his ideological 

supporters were concerned that a domestic lack of conviction about the communist 

threat was dangerous in itself.36 

 Reagan’s famous description of the Soviet Union as the “evil empire” would 

prove to be his most successful deed in recreating that image. On March 8, 1983, 

Reagan spoke to an audience of the National Association of Evangelicals in Orlando, 

Florida in unmistakably Manichean and religious terms about the communist threat. 

That morning he had tried to convince twenty-two members of Congress to support 

his request for 110 million dollars in military aid to El Salvador. Now he focused on 

the Soviet Union, but also its proxies, as he said: 

 
I urge you to beware the temptation of pride -- the temptation of 
blithely declaring yourselves above it all and label both sides equally at 
fault, to ignore the facts of history and the aggressive impulses of an 
evil empire, to simply call the arms race a giant misunderstanding and 

                                                
36 See for the rise of anti-communism in the American conservative movement George H. Nash, The 
Conservative Intellectual Movement in America, since 1945 (New York: Basic Books, 1976), 74-
117and its perception by Norman Podhoretz, Norman Podhoretz, The Present Danger: "do we have the 
Will to Reverse the Decline of American Power?" (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1980). 
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thereby remove yourself from the struggle between right and wrong 
and good and evil.37  

 

At the time, press reactions were extremely negative towards the speech, and there 

had been considerable disagreement within the administration as well over whether 

the tone should be so threatening.38 The projection of the communist enemy suffered 

the same fate as it had in Central America, in part because the Vietnam War seemed 

to refute such a Manichean vision. Two violent incidents in October 1983, one in 

Grenada, the other half a world away in Lebanon, further illustrated both the 

challenges and the opportunities to recreate that enemy image.  

The first incident occurred on the small Caribbean island of Grenada. After 

gaining independence from the United Kingdom, socialist leaders staged a military 

coup in 1979. Its leader, the London-School-of-Economics-graduate Maurice Bishop, 

openly aligned himself with Castro. Washington reacted with sharp criticism and 

feared ‘another Cuba.’ The building of a large airstrip, able to facilitate both large 

commercial airplanes and Soviet bombers, caused particular concern within the 

administration. When Bishop himself was killed in an internal power struggle in 1983, 

the U.S. prepared to invade the island as soon as possible.  

 However, invading Grenada required first the handling of public opinion that 

was opposed to the use of military force after Vietnam. Moreover, Reagan’s 

presidency still suffered under the old accusation that he was a warmonger.39 The 

Grenada situation presented three different rhetorical approaches to follow, and only 

one of them highlighted the alarm about the monolithic communist threat that 

endangered the United States in the Caribbean. Another option was geared towards 

responding to the call for aid coming from several other nations from the Caribbean 

basin. This response tied in with the Roosevelt tradition of a ‘Good Neighbor policy’ 

                                                
37 Ronald Reagan, “Remarks at the Annual Convention of the National Association of Evangelicals in 
Orlando, Florida,” March 8, 1983, as published on the website of the Reagan Library 
http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/speeches/1983/30883b.htm (last accessed June 14, 2011). 
38 Richard Reeves, President Reagan: The Triumph of Imagination (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
2005), 140, 141. Despite the negative responses at the time, the speech would later be remembered as a 
key moment of Reagan’s presidency, and his admirers applaud him for clearly communicating the 
threat of communism. 
39 A Whirtlin Poll taken in mid-1982 showed that a consistent 25 percent agreed with the statement  
that Reagan was “Likely to start an unnecessary war.” Ibid., 133. Also a Harris poll from 1980 showed 
that 50 percent thought Reagan to be “triggerhappy” at the time, as opposed to 18 percent who held that 
view of Carter. See “Concern Mounts Over Reagan’s Military Action,” The Harris Survey, November 
7, 1983, as published on http://www.harrisinteractive.com/vault/Harris-Interactive-Poll-Research-
CONCERN-MOUNTS-OVER-REAGANS-MILITARY-ACTIONS-1983-11.pdf.   
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towards Central and Latin America. Finally, the Reagan administration could focus on 

the presence of American medical students on the island, who were presented as being 

under threat of violence from the new communist regime and in need of rescue. The 

medical students allowed for a ‘hostage theme’ in the crisis, one in which Reagan 

could most easily act successfully – unlike Carter during the hostage crisis in Teheran 

and unlike Reagan himself in Lebanon.40 The ‘hostage theme’ also resonated with the 

popularized myth of POW/MIA that received considerable attention from Reagan. 

Part of that myth was the notion that Vietnam still held the United States ‘hostage’ as 

long as they gave no full accounting of American POWs and MIAs supposedly still 

held in Vietnam.41 

 In more than one way, the invasion of Grenada was about symbols to eradicate 

the memories of the Vietnam War. From a military perspective, the action had to be 

swift and successful to serve, in the words of one British military observer, as a 

“moral boost after Vietnam for the Army and the public.”42 The different military 

branches had to cooperate in a joint operation in order to make the invasion a success 

and leave old divisions between Army, Air Force, and Navy dating back to Vietnam 

behind.43 Even the name of the operation, “Urgent Fury,” served a definite PR-

purpose as well. 

 The projection of the operation more as a ‘rescue mission’ than as an invasion 

to interfere with Grenadian domestic disputes helped foster positive sentiments. 

However, if the operation really was only a rescue mission to save the American 

medical students, no invasion was necessary. However, a ‘surgical’ strike to free 

hostages had turned ugly with the failed operation to free a much smaller number of 

American hostages in Tehran only three years earlier, and those memories from 

Carter’s ineffective stance did not appeal to the military or civilians.44 To the military, 

                                                
40 Hemmer illustrates how Reagan was very concerned about the ‘hostage theme’ due to his own 
attacks on Carter during the 1980 presidential election. C. Hemmer, "Historical Analogies and the 
Definition of Interests: The Iranian Hostage Crisis and Ronald Reagan's Policy Toward the Hostages in 
Lebanon," Political Psychology 20, no. 2 (1999), 267-289. 
41 See for an account that details the cultural and political constructions of the POW/MIA phenomenon 
Howard Bruce Franklin, MIA, Or Mythmaking in America (New York: Lawrence Hill books, 1992). 
42 Stephen Kinzer, Overthrow: America's Century of Regime Change from Hawaii to Iraq (New York: 
Times Books, 2006), 233. 
43 The insistence on the cooperation between the services actually resulted in some of the most severe 
problems and mistakes of the invasion, causing unnecessary casualties. James Kitfield, Prodigal 
Soldiers: How the Generation of Vietnam Revolutionized the American Style of War (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 1995), 268. 
44 Ibid., 264. 
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an invasion of Grenada would be an opportunity to show American military might to 

the world, and it would also make sense from a tactical point of view.  

 Congress was reluctant as well. Reagan’s Chief of Staff James Baker III 

recalled an incident on the night before the invasion. Speaker of the House Tip 

O’Neill was called to the White House and was informed of the pending invasion. 

According to the War Powers Act, Congress had to be consulted on issues of war to 

ensure the support of the legislative branch. According to Baker, O’Neill said that the 

White House call was “notification, not consultation” and did not suffice to meet the 

requirements of the War Powers Act. Baker, who commented several times in his 

memoirs on the reluctance of Congress to support the president in matters of war as a 

damaging legacy of Vietnam, interpreted O’Neill’s position as “leaving behind a tacit 

message: Don't look to us for any support if things go badly.”45 In a way, O’Neill had 

turned around the ‘blame game’ that the administration had employed in their public 

relations effort prior to Reagan’s April 27 speech on Central America when several 

high-profile statements threatened that if Congress failed to support Reagan’s aid-

request, Congress would be held accountable should Central America ‘fall’ to 

communism. 

Despite several tragic failures that occurred during the invasion of Grenada, 

the military part was hailed as a great success, and symbolism again played a key part. 

To ensure that the invasion was portrayed in a positive way, the military imposed 

sharp restrictions on the freedom of movement of the press corps. Acutely aware of 

the damaging effect of the bloody images coming from the Vietnam War, military 

authorities did not allow the press on the island until 72 hours after hostilities had 

ended. As a result, the images that were produced added to the positive symbol that 

the invasion needed to be. Few images of combat operations exist in the public realm. 

Post-combat images that are available show victorious soldiers amid happy, newly 

freed people. The most powerful images were those of the returning medical students, 

often described by officials as hostages yet never held in a real, threatening hostage 

situation. In fact, the gravest threat to their safety had been the period of the invasion 

itself when they had come very close to being accidently bombed by U.S. forces. On 

return to American soil, some students kneeled down on the tarmac of the airstrip and 

kissed the ground. The symbolism could not have played out better for Reagan. 
                                                
45 James A. Baker, The Politics of Diplomacy: Revolution, War and Peace, 1989-1992, ed. Thomas M. 
DeFrank (New York: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1995), 333, 334. 
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Another symbolic gesture to strengthen prestige after Vietnam came in the 

tremendous number of medals awarded after the operation. With around 2000 active 

combat troops involved, the Army handed out no fewer than 9000 medals, more than 

in any previous operation. Ronald Reagan and Republican leaders hailed the invasion 

and the armed forces that executed it. Defense Secretary Caspar Weinberger even 

referred to it as the new model for short-notice operations. On a less-public level, the 

military however was criticized – and criticized itself – for a wide variety of 

unnecessary mistakes like miscommunication, inter-service rivalry, and an inability to 

make effective use of Special Forces and intelligence.4647  

Did all the symbolic gestures work to overcome the dreaded ‘Vietnam 

syndrome’? Polls taken after the invasion indicate that by a 68 to 28 percent majority 

respondents thought that Reagan was ‘right’ to order the invasion. When asked about 

the three different rhetorical lines the administration employed, 75 percent believed in 

the communist threat and the intention to turn Grenada into a “major communist 

military base,” 75 percent accepted the ‘hostage theme,’ and 61 percent agreed with 

the need to be a Good Neighbor and respond to the call for aid from surrounding 

countries.48 As this poll implies, the two most positive responses came from either a 

credible threat to American national security in the form of a nearby “major 

communist military base” or from the endangerment of United States citizens. This 

suggests that the American public believed that direct threats should be countered but 

that their support decreased if other nations were supposed to be protected against 

communism – as had been the goal in Vietnam. Moreover, by a margin of 54 to 37 

percent respondents agreed that the Grenada invasion could not be a model for other 

military actions against “unfriendly governments” in the region.49 Other polls 

                                                
46 Kitfield, Prodigal Soldiers: How the Generation of Vietnam Revolutionized the American Style of 
War, 268. 
47 The symbolic purpose the invasion was supposed to have was reflected upon by Vietnam veteran and 
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Comet Press, 1987), 282. 
48 “Public backs Reagan on Grenada, skeptical about Lebanon,” The Harris Survey, November 3, 1983, 
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measured whether the successful invasion had an impact on the perception of Central 

America, where, according to those in support of military aid to that region, the 

‘Vietnam syndrome’ had frustrated Reagan’s intentions. Shortly after Grenada, a very 

thin plurality, 44 to 42, believed that Reagan was “right (…) to send military aid to 

(…) El Salvador and (…) Nicaragua.”50 However, three weeks later 52 to 40 percent 

rated his Central American policy negatively again.51 And after the invasion, still 

most of those polled stated they felt more “uneasy” than “confident” about Reagan’s 

ability to handle international crises, despite his rhetoric and the swift military 

action.52 

 So Grenada confirmed that the American public could support a short and 

swift military operation as long as the threat entailed a possible attack on the United 

States territory or the endangerment of American citizens. Where Reagan had 

observed a ‘Vietnam syndrome’ most – in Central America – the invasion did not 

alter much. The biggest gain was perhaps symbolic. The invasion provided many 

opportunities to build confidence and display military success unseen since the 

Vietnam War. Yet the sentiments of unease with a president so adamant about 

rebuilding American strength in the world after Vietnam remained dominant. That 

unease was partly related to the devastating bombing of Marine barracks in Beirut, 

Lebanon, that occurred in the same weekend as the Grenada invasion. The clear 

problem that the U.S. military appeared to be facing in Grenada and the several PR-

options they provided were very difficult to recreate in Lebanon although the Reagan 

administration did attempt to fit the international crises into an orderly and 

comprehensible context.   
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Lebanon	  

In late 1982, a little more than a year before the bombing of the Marine barracks and 

the Grenada invasion, the United States sent 1400 Marines to Lebanon as part of a 

Multinational Force to observe a fragile peace in Lebanon. Reagan’s secretary of 

defense Caspar Weinberger privately objected to the mission from the start. To 

Weinberger, peacekeeping missions resembled too closely the complex, open-ended 

involvement that the United States had faced in Vietnam. Yet McFarlane, Haig, and 

Reagan insisted on an American presence in the region.  

 On October 23, 1983, while ships were preparing for the invasion of the coast 

of Grenada, a truck filled with explosives drove into the barracks of U.S. Marines in 

Lebanon. The explosion killed 241 American servicemen, which was duly noted to be 

the highest American death toll on one day since the first day of the Tet Offensive 

during the Vietnam War in January 1968.53 The attack was planned by an Islamic 

fundamentalist organization later known as Hezbollah, supported by Iran – although 

that was not confirmed knowledge at the time. Reagan reacted with firm language and 

a pledge not to be intimidated by terrorists. However, when terrorists threatened new 

attacks, the Marines were moved to Navy ships. Weinberger lobbied hard to remove 

the Marines altogether, and reports from the Defense Department urged the National 

Security Council to explore alternative means to achieve U.S. goals in Lebanon since 

the present force needed “doctrine, planning, organization, force structure, education, 

and training” to combat the terrorist threat.54 Four months after the bombing, the 

Marines left Lebanon. No stated goals were met, and the episode ran contrary to much 

of the strong language on foreign affairs and military matters that Reagan had 

employed for years.  

 The events in Grenada and Lebanon sent out contradictory signals; the 

successful invasion in the Caribbean was aimed at building confidence in the military 

and the public alike, while the bombing in Lebanon seemed to confirm a complexity 

of local and global dynamics in international relations that defied the clear-cut image 

that Reagan liked to portray. If the best antidote for the Vietnam syndrome was a 

mirror-image of the situation during the Vietnam War, Grenada had most of the 
                                                
53 See, for instance, Anonymous editor, “Carnage in Lebanon,” Time Magazine, October 31, 1983, as 
published on http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,921350,00.html (last accessed June 
14, 2011). 
54 “The Report of the DoD Commission on Beirut International Airport Terrorist Attack,” October 23, 
1983, as published on the website of the Federation of American Scientists, 
http://www.fas.org/irp/threat/beirut-1983.pdf (last accessed June 14, 2011).  
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ingredients. The goal of military action was clear (oust the government), there was 

support from allies through the Caribbean Basin Initiative, and the home-front 

supported the action. However, critics would point out that the support from the allies 

was feeble at best since it was based on local partners who were no match for the 

power of the United States. More powerful allies like the United Kingdom were kept 

in the dark, much to their dismay, and a prolonged presence on Grenada would most 

likely not have been appreciated had it occurred.55 The same type of critique applied 

to the administration’s claim that the invasion was backed by popular support. As 

noted, the Democratic leadership in Congress stayed on the fence until the troops left 

the island. Also, polls indicated that the invasion was supported because it ended so 

soon, not because a majority of the public shared Reagan’s ideas on how to combat 

communism abroad if the direct threat to the national security could not convincingly 

be portrayed.  

If the administration’s attempts to make Grenada into an ‘anti-Vietnam’ were 

feeble at best, it seemed almost impossible to do the same with the events in Lebanon. 

In fact, many elements of what some considered to be wrong with the Lebanon 

mission overlapped with what went wrong in Vietnam. There had been no clear goal 

except ‘keeping the peace’ – a goal without an end state -, support from allies had at 

that point been limited to the French and Italians, and there was little enthusiasm at 

home. Another point of critique that coincided with the critiques on the Vietnam War 

effort was that after the bombings the United States showed little resolve to continue 

on the path that had been chosen and could be intimidated by terrorists.56 To a large 

degree, the situation eerily resembled a Vietnam-like quagmire that forced itself upon 

policymakers as the Lebanon situation did not look like it could easily be resolved, 

but retreat would be damaging as well. 

Grenada and Lebanon stood in the shadow of Vietnam in many respects, in 

ways similar to the discussions on the insurgencies in El Salvador and Nicaragua. The 

challenges for the administration lay in communicating the ‘right’ message and 

                                                
55 James Baker III, interview with the author, February 12, 2007.  In the interview, Baker stated, as can 
be found in memoirs as well, that British prime minister Margaret Thatcher was “not amused” by the 
lack of prior consultation regarding the  invasion. 
56 73 percent of those polled agreed with this statement, see “Public backs Reagan on Grenada, 
skeptical about Lebanon,” The Harris Survey, November 3, 1983, as published on 
http://www.harrisinteractive.com/vault/Harris-Interactive-Poll-Research-PUBLIC-BACKS-REAGAN-
ON-GRENADA;-SKEPTICAL-OVER-LEBANON-1983-11.pdf (last accessed June 14, 2011). 
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conducting the most successful military strategy. In the post-Vietnam era, with its 

diversifying media landscape, the two challenges were intertwined.  

On October 27, 1983, Reagan held a televised address to the nation on the 

events in Lebanon and Grenada. His speech alluded to the memories of Vietnam, 

albeit in coded terminology. In the first part of the speech, Reagan mainly discussed 

events in Lebanon. The military efforts were praised, and the effectiveness of the U.S. 

presence highlighted. “It is accomplishing its mission,” Reagan stated as an 

explanation of why the Marines had been bombed in Lebanon, because: “Would the 

terrorists have launched their suicide attacks against the multinational force if it were 

not doing its job?”57 The term “multinational force” was consistently used to 

emphasize the support from allies in the conflict in Lebanon as well, to avoid any 

impressions that the United States was left on its own -  as in Vietnam. Reagan spent 

about half of the section that dealt with Lebanon to explain why U.S presence there 

was vital to American national interest. “Why is Lebanon important to us?” Reagan 

asked, and answered with remarks on the strategic importance of the region, economic 

interests related to oil and the Suez-Canal, and global stability in general. Although 

communicating the national interest to the American public was and is an integral part 

of explaining foreign policy in general, the length to which Reagan went in explaining 

the importance of Lebanon to the United States echoed the State Department’s 1965 

Why Vietnam film with Lyndon Johnson explaining the danger emanating from 

Southeast Asia.58  

The emphasis on reassuring the public that Lebanon would not become 

‘another Vietnam’ was even more prominent in the several drafts and 

communications that preceded the finalized speech. The day before the speech 

Charles Hill from the State Department and National Security Advisor Robert 

McFarlane worked on a draft aimed at “assurances to the nation on prudence, 

effectiveness and resolve.”59 These elements, perhaps taken for granted or perceived 

as unimportant to emphasize in earlier days, had become crucial points in convincing 

                                                
57 Ronald Reagan, “Address to the nation on events in Lebanon and Grenada,” October 27, 1983, as 
published on the site of the Reagan Library, 
http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/speeches/1983/102783b.htm (last accessed June 14, 2011).  
58 This film was in turn inspired by the World War Two series Why We Fight. Tom Engelhardt , The 
End of Victory Culture: Cold War, America, and the Disillusioning of a Nation (Amherst: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 2007), 10-14.   
59 Memo, Hill (State) to McFarlane, October 27, 1983, folder “181858 [4 of 4],” Box SP 818 
“Grenada/Lebanon 10/27/83,” WHORM: Subject File, Ronald Reagan Library. 
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post-Vietnam public opinion of the necessity of military action. The next morning, 

Hill sent a note to McFarlane in which he strongly suggested another addition to the 

text that illustrates his concern about the public’s reluctance to support foreign 

missions after Vietnam. The words that Hill wanted to add to the speech read: 

 

Let there be no doubt. U.S. troops on Grenada will be withdrawn as 
soon as a climate of security has been established, within which the 
people of Grenada can begin the process of returning to constitutional 
rule.60    

 

As Hill explained in the memo, this addition was very important to “address the 

serious concerns of many in the Congress and the country on the direction of broader 

Administration policy.”61 Hill did not specify the “serious concerns” referred to in his 

note, but had he done so, they would include the following: For one, U.S. intervention 

in the region has always been susceptible to charges of ‘Yankee-imperialism’ by its 

opponents – a point that the State Department in the 1980s was sensitive to. Also, 

Reagan’s rhetoric led many to believe that the president held an expansionist view of 

American values and that he would use war as a tool to spread freedom and 

democracy. His Central American policy had been stopped short only 6 months prior 

to this speech with the Boland Amendments, and polls continued to indicate distrust 

in the ability of the president to keep the U.S. out of war.62Another major theme 

during the Central American debates had obviously been a reluctance to start an open-

ended, Vietnam-like international obligation. These “serious concerns” needed to be 

addressed according to Hill with the firm language he proposed to ensure public 

support for the Grenada operation.  

However, Reagan decided to tone down the proposed lines significantly, 

changing them into a single line that read: “It is our intention to get our men out as 

soon as possible.”63 In the finalized speech, the emphasis lay more on explaining why 

America was involved in both affairs than on assuring the public that any foreign 
                                                
60 Memo, Hill (State) to McFarlane, October 27, 1983, folder “181858 [4 of 4],” Box SP 818 
“Grenada/Lebanon 10/27/83,” WHORM: Subject File, Ronald Reagan Library. 
61 Ibidem. 
62 See “Concern Mounts Over Reagan’s Military Action,” The Harris Survey, November 7, 1983, as 
published on http://www.harrisinteractive.com/vault/Harris-Interactive-Poll-Research-CONCERN-
MOUNTS-OVER-REAGANS-MILITARY-ACTIONS-1983-11.pdf, also Reeves, President Reagan: 
The Triumph of Imagination, 133. 
63 Ronald Reagan, “Address to the nation on events in Lebanon and Grenada,” October 27, 1983, as 
published on the site of the Reagan Library, 
http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/speeches/1983/102783b.htm (last accessed June 14, 2011). 
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intervention would be short-lived. In fact, some of the language that Reagan decided 

upon would ignite more fear than reassurance. While Reagan explained why Lebanon 

and Grenada were important from a national-interest perspective, he also used terms 

like “a moral obligation” and “global responsibilities” that did not automatically 

match “prudence and effectiveness” or appease the “serious concerns” that the State 

Department felt should be addressed.  

 

The	  enemy	  image	  reconstructed	  

Yet what some considered dangerous and offensive language in international affairs, 

others welcomed wholeheartedly as the recipe to overcome America’s reluctance to 

play its natural, dominant role on the world stage. Particularly the ideologues 

embraced Reagan’s vision, and they responded in their own way to the 

Grenada/Lebanon events.  

With the ascendency of Reagan, a substantial ideologically inclined cohort 

entered the White House and other institutions of the executive branch.64 As 

illustrated earlier with the debates on Central America, their response to the Vietnam 

debacle was one of invigorated idealism, emphasizing the need for a powerful 

military and ideological stance against the Soviet-bloc, as well as a belief in the 

monolithic nature of communism and their shared goal of world-dominance. To them, 

paying attention to the complexities of local social and economic forces as occurred 

on Grenada, or of religious and social strife as in Lebanon, did not serve American 

foreign policy well. Secretary of State for Human Rights Elliot Abrams described the 

issue in an internal memo at the outset of Reagan’s first term. In 1981, Abrams wrote, 

the United States must provide an “ideological response” to the Soviet Union. 

We will never maintain wide public support for our foreign policy unless we 
can relate it to American ideals and to the defense of freedom. Our ability to 
resist the Soviets around the world depends in part on our ability to draw this 
distinction and to persuade others of it (…) Our struggle is for political 
liberty.65 
 
Two years later, one day before Reagan gave his speech on Grenada and 

Lebanon, Reagan advisor Ken Duberstein forwarded what he called a “superb” paper 

from Republican Congressman Newt Gingrich, who was first elected to Congress in 
                                                
64 This cohort is often labeled ‘neoconservative,’ but as there are exceptions, and the label 
‘neoconservative’ is very broad as well. I prefer the term ideologues.  
65 As quoted in Grandin, Empire's Workshop: Latin America, the United States, and the Rise of the New 
Imperialism, 79-80.  



 171 

1980. The paper was set up in two parts – an analysis of the current situation and a 

proposal for a presidential speech. Perhaps unaware of Abrams’ earlier memo, 

Gingrich described in his analysis the need for a clear presentation of current events 

by the administration, “that there is a framework within which we need to frame the 

events in Lebanon and Grenada.”66 Lacking such a framework, the current situation is 

too confusing to both the media and the American people. They are in “information 

shock” after learning about the two events, together with the ongoing situation in 

Central America and nuclear protests in Europe. “If this were the opening of a movie, 

the audience would have been conditioned for a very heavy drama about our hero 

trying to save the world from all-out war.”67    

Gingrich continued his assessment of the general public: 

 

It is vital to remember that neither the American public nor the 
American news media are intellectually prepared to deal with the 
world as it is. The American news media are still, in large part, 
covering Viet Nam and Watergate. That is, they are conditioned to 
assume their government is being deceptive and/or dishonest. (…) 
Reagan’s reactions to the world are not explainable within the 
Watergate-Vietnam syndrome except as dangerous, uncontrollable, and 
open to condemnation. Any attempt to explain the Administration’s 
current behavior in a narrow, factual, calm manner will be doomed 
because the press will rapidly re-interpret whatever Reagan says into 
their worldview and value system.68 

 

In blunter prose than Elliot Abrams had used to describe the problem two years 

earlier, Gingrich called for a new framework – but where Abrams could have been 

thinking about a conceptual framework for insiders to work with, Gingrich solely 

emphasized the public relations element. The goal should be to eradicate the old 

concepts based on memories of Watergate and Vietnam. Gingrich, who holds a PhD 

in history, suggested constructing some new lessons from the past, as he said: “Until 

we give them a new framework and new lessons to work from, it should not surprise 

us that they remain fixated on the only lessons and interpretations they have.”69 This 

last remark also ties in with the tendency of those who opposed the so-called 

                                                
66 Memo Duberstein to Meese, Baker, Deaver, McFarlane, Gergen, Darman, Elliot, plus draft Newt 
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67 Ibidem. 
68 Ibidem. 
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counterculture of the 1960s, as often attacked throughout the 1980s in 

(neo)conservative publications like Norman Podhoretz’s Commentary magazine.70 

This conservative reaction to the 1960s perceived the liberalism of the Vietnam era as 

mistaken about fundamental issues like patriotism and responsibility. A further 

element of re-education, intended to correct those mistaken assumptions, is visible in 

Gingrich’s paper when he calls not for a “technical,” “tactical,” or “detailed” speech, 

but he wants Reagan to provide “a new operational framework” from a “contextual” 

point of view. “The theory behind this approach is that if people understood Ronald 

Reagan’s view of the world, they would feel more secure in explaining to themselves 

why a particular action is taking place.”71  

 Gingrich suggested replacing a post-Vietnam worldview that emphasized 

fragmentation and complexity in international affairs with a more easily 

understandable context, which was appreciated by Reagan’s speechwriters. Gingrich 

had attached to his memo a draft speech, which they polished considerably, but 

preserved the essentials. In the accompanying memo, Gingrich stated:  

 

This speech is an opportunity to link together the threads of violence so 
that the American people and the news media can begin to look beyond 
each crisis. Americans must find some general wisdom and common 
viewpoint within which to explain the overall picture.72  

 

He then proposed in his speech draft to link Reagan’s personal experience with 

aggression in his 1981 assassination attempt to global hotbeds like Grenada and 

Lebanon, but also Central America, Afghanistan, Poland, Iraq, and Iran, in order to 

“link together the threads of violence.”73 Not all these conflicts ended up in the final 

speech, but the strong suggestion that all acts of violence in the world originated from 

Moscow did survive. The final speech started with a reference to the shooting down 

two months earlier of Korean airliner KAL 007 that had accidently flown far into 

Soviet airspace, killing 269 civilian passengers and crew. Then, notwithstanding the 

absence of any relationship between the KAL 007 incident and Grenada, let alone 

Lebanon, Reagan stated: “Now, in these past several days, violence has erupted again, 

                                                
70 See, for instance, Podhoretz, The Present Danger: "do we have the Will to Reverse the Decline of 
American Power?"; Norman Podhoretz, Breaking Ranks: A Political Memoir (New York: Harper & 
Row, 1979).  
71 Memo Duberstein to Meese (etc) plus draft Newt Gingrich, October 26, 1983. 
72 Ibidem. 
73 Ibidem. 
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in Lebanon and Grenada.”74 Further on, Reagan said: “The events in Lebanon and 

Grenada, though oceans apart, are closely related. Not only has Moscow assisted and 

encouraged the violence in both countries, but it provides direct support through a 

network of surrogates and terrorists.”75  

This linkage between events, and Moscow’s ability to direct them, was a 

common theme throughout the Cold War. In any event, the inability to take local 

dynamics into account, or question the level of influence that Moscow and Beijing as 

communist centers of power had in the Third World, has often been noted as a flaw in 

Cold War policy by outside observers and former policymakers alike.76 However, 

policymakers’ personal interpretations of the driving forces of conflicts become, to a 

certain degree, obsolete if the public perception of the conflict isn’t managed right. 

During the Vietnam War, the emphasis on the domino theory since Eisenhower, 

linking events in Vietnam with the stability of Southeast Asia and possibly Indonesia 

and Japan, became a complicating factor in ‘selling’ a retreat from Vietnam to the 

U.S. public who had heard for many years from the highest authorities that stability in 

South Vietnam was crucial to global peace. Despite some personal doubts among 

policymakers on the validity of the domino theory during the Vietnam War, years of 

investment in convincing the public of the truth of that theory made a reversal in the 

official position politically very difficult.  

One of the legacies of this investment, and the subsequent dominant 

perception in the late 1970s that the domino theory had been proven false, was 

described in Newt Gingrich’s 1983 memo. As noted earlier, he complained that the 

American public and news media “are conditioned to assume their government is 

being deceptive and/or dishonest” as a result of Vietnam and Watergate. The solution 

that Gingrich proposed, and that Reagan followed, was to link “the threads of 

violence” on an even greater scale than the domino theory had. Now, Grenada and 

Lebanon were linked, from which both Gingrich’s draft and Reagan’s final speech 

proceeded to connect all major regions in the world. Reagan said in his 

Grenada/Lebanon speech: “The world has changed. Today, our national security can 

                                                
74 Ronald Reagan, “Address to the nation on events in Lebanon and Grenada,” October 27, 1983, as 
published on the site of the Reagan Library, 
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be threatened in faraway places. It’s up to all of us to be aware of the strategic 

importance of such places and to be able to identify them.”77 However true that may 

be, Gingrich’s foremost concern was redirecting a post-Vietnam public image of 

international affairs dominated by complexity and suspicion of American leadership, 

towards one dominated by linkage and trust. Gingrich pointed out the advantages of 

convincing the public and the media to adopt this perspective: “if the various 

problems around the world are tied together, then maybe Reagan is doing his best to 

keep his fingers in the dam and stop the flood from drowning the rest of us.”78  

Reagan’s advisor Ken Duberstein could recommend Gingrich’s paper as 

“superb” because it tied in with many concerns on international relations that the 

ideologues had observed since the Vietnam War. The war had severely damaged 

America’s position as moral and military leader since the Second World War, which 

had its effect on relations with its allies and the ability to act as a deterrent in Third 

World revolutions. The focus on human rights and negotiations by the Carter 

administration that replaced the projection of military force had alarmed conservative 

idealists who considered it very dangerous policy in a hostile world. To them, the idea 

that the domino theory was a flawed framework that led the United States into 

Vietnam was itself incorrect as the expansion of communism in Southeast Asia after 

the fall of Saigon in 1975 demonstrated. As illustrated in the previous chapters, 

‘domino reasoning’ was commonly used to explain, both to the public and within 

closed sessions in the White House, the threat that conflict in El Salvador and 

Nicaragua posed.  

Yet throughout Reagan’s presidency, there was disagreement among his 

advisors on the proper role of the United States. Some Republicans adhered to a 

policy of isolationism to which they wanted to return, albeit with an invigorated sense 

of patriotism and praise for the military that Reagan provided. However, the more 

idealistically inclined Republicans hoped that Reagan would not only defend 

American values, but also export them to Central America and other regions.79 

                                                
77 Ronald Reagan, “Address to the nation on events in Lebanon and Grenada,” October 27, 1983, as 
published on the site of the Reagan Library, 
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Reagan alluded to this role when he mentioned in the Grenada/Lebanon speech 

America’s “global responsibility” and “moral obligation” in the world. Or as Newt 

Gingrich had observed in his memo: “So, the only road to true peace and security for 

ourselves, our way of life, and our allies is to firmly and consistently maintain our 

position of moral and military strength throughout the world.”80    

These allusions towards global moral leadership and the crusader spirit that 

accompanied it aroused great concern on the part of Reagan’s secretary of defense 

Caspar Weinberger. To him, such an idealistic vision of America’s role in the world 

had been one of the reasons why the United States had ventured into Vietnam – with 

all the known consequences to the armed forces that, in the early 1980s, were just 

beginning to regain some strength and confidence after the experiences of the 

Vietnam War. Yet at the same time, another fundamental lesson Weinberger had 

drawn from Vietnam was almost identical to that of the president he worked for, as he 

wrote “that it was a very terrible mistake for a government to commit soldiers to 

battle without any intention of supporting them sufficiently to enable them to win, and 

indeed without any intention to win.”81  

Reagan shared these sentiments and had often made public and private 

remarks along similar lines. However, while Reagan also liked to publicly flirt with 

the notion of the United States as a global protector of freedom and democracy, 

Weinberger detested the kind of missions proposed by conservative idealists because 

they were, in essence, impossible to win. To Weinberger, the ability to counter direct 

Soviet aggression was his prime concern. All other military endeavors were met with 

the greatest suspicion and caution stemming from his fear of getting America bogged 

down in ‘another Vietnam.’ In the early years of Reagan’s presidency, it was 

Weinberger who consistently opposed military interference in regional conflicts like 

El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Surinam. As Secretary of State George Shultz recalled: 

“[Cap Weinberger and the Joint Chiefs of Staff] instinctively opposed the small-scale 
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use of American forces, fearing it might undercut their effort to equip themselves as a 

counterpoint to the Soviets.”82 

 Now, faced with the simultaneous events in Grenada and Lebanon, 

Weinberger was ordered by Reagan to react with a military response. Concerning 

Grenada, Weinberger did not object to the use of military force and tried to 

incorporate his lessons from Vietnam as best as possible. For instance, Weinberger 

was adamant about avoiding the impression that the invasion was executed half-

heartedly or ‘without the intention to win.’ Weinberger said to Chairman of the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff General Vessey just before they met with Reagan to discuss the 

invasion: “Be sure we have enough strength.”83  

In another decision informed by the lessons of Vietnam, in order to avoid the 

civilian micro-management of the military that many officers had objected to during 

Vietnam, Weinberger did not want to reject the first recommendation he received 

from Vice Admiral Joseph Metcalf, the commander of the operation. Metcalf, aware 

of the damaging effect of bad media images on public support during the Vietnam 

War, did not want to have the press enter the island on the first day of the invasion. 

Weinberger rightly feared that Metcalf’s decision would generate bad press in itself 

but agreed with him because he felt the commander should be supported. Eventually, 

Metcalf tried to keep the press out even longer and forced Weinberger to overrule his 

commander after all to avoid even more bad publicity on the military’s restrictions on 

the press.84 Polls showed that a majority of the public indeed thought that media 

access was essential and should not have been so restricted on Grenada. The same 

poll also showed that 53 percent of the respondents felt that the country was “better 

off” for the comprehensive media coverage during the Vietnam War (against 36 

percent who disagreed). Those who had voted for Reagan were more likely than 

Carter voters to disagree. 85  
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 As noted, the invasion of Grenada did produce a victory over the ghosts of 

Vietnam, albeit a very modest and temporary one. In contrast, Lebanon posed a more 

serious challenge to Weinberger. As Coral Bell remarked on the Lebanon mission: 

“The Reagan commitment of 1600 Marines (…) was at a token level. They did not 

have a military purpose, but a diplomatic and political one: that is, they constituted a 

declaratory signal.”86 In other words, it was exactly the kind of mission Weinberger 

wanted to avoid since the military was made subordinate to political considerations 

and therefore lacked the ‘win-factor.’ Moreover, according to the rules of engagement 

that accompanied the peacekeeping mission, the U.S. Marines were not allowed to 

load their weapons prior to hostilities against them. However, daily violent incidents 

made the peace that was to be kept very feeble. In that sense Lebanon was just like 

Vietnam, which according to military memory had been ‘fought with one hand behind 

their back’ as well.87  

While remembering Vietnam, Weinberger and the top generals had objected to 

participation in the multinational force before.88 After the bombing of the Marine 

barracks they strongly objected to the return of the Marines to Lebanese territory from 

their safe location on board U.S. Navy vessels. Shultz and Reagan, however, did want 

them to return, to counter what they called ‘the Vietnam problem’: “a reluctance of 

the United States to use its troops again in tough spots and the perception that we 

would not.”89 Reagan felt he had inherited a responsibility in the region and had 

repeatedly talked about his intention to combat terrorists. In his Lebanon/Grenada 

speech, Reagan specifically mentioned the terrorists as part of Moscow’s “network.” 

To Weinberger, however, it was an awareness of the complexities of the Lebanon 

situation, not the clear link with aggression from Moscow that the speech implied, 

which caused him to question the American military presence in Lebanon. 

  While Weinberger agreed with many of the ideological positions of his boss, 

whose trust he had gained long before during Reagan’s California years, he could not 

agree with what he called the “ever more wild adventures” Reagan, Shultz, and the 
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War, 258, 261. 
89 Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph: My Years as Secretary of State, 106. 
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National Security Council wanted to undertake.90 The experience in Lebanon 

convinced him to frame a set of rules on “the uses of military power.” While Lebanon 

was the immediate stimulus for setting up these rules, they are widely regarded as 

originating in the Vietnam War and serve as the accumulation of the debates within 

the military on its lessons.  

 On November 28, 1984, Weinberger gave a speech before the National Press 

Club in Washington D.C. in which he laid out six rules:  

 

1) Troops would be committed only if the national interest was clearly at stake. 

2) The second rule could be perceived as curious to the uninformed, but made 

much sense with the ‘no-win’ interpretation of the Vietnam War taken into 

account: If troops were committed they would be sent only “with the clear 

intention of winning.”  

3) Troops would be sent only with a clearly defined political and military 

objective. Weinberger quoted here the Prussian strategist Carl von Clausewitz, 

paying homage to the heroic role he now played in military academies due to 

Harry Summers’ 1982 revisionist work on the Vietnam War On Strategy: “No 

one starts a war – or rather, no one in his sense ought to do so – without first 

being clear in his mind what he intends to achieve by that war, and how he 

intends to conduct it.”91  

4) The need for continuous reassessment between the objectives and the forces 

committed was vital. “Is this conflict in our national interest?” should be a 

recurring question. “If the answer is ‘yes’, then we must win. If the answers 

are ‘no’, then we should not be in combat,” Weinberger stated.92  

5) ‘Reasonable assurance’ of support by both Congress and the public opinion 

was needed prior to the use of force. Weinberger reflected: “We cannot fight a 

battle with the Congress at home while asking our troops to win a war 

overseas or, as in the case of Vietnam, in effect asking our troops not to win, 

but just to be there.”93  

6) Committing troops should be a last resort and not as an easily applicable 

diplomatic tool to apply pressure. 
                                                
90 Weinberger, Fighting for Peace: Seven Critical Years in the Pentagon, 159. 
91 Ibid., 433-445, there 441. 
92 Emphasis in printed original Ibid., 442. 
93 Emphasis in printed original Ibid., 422. 
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What was soon called the Weinberger doctrine led to what Secretary of State 

George Shultz termed a “battle royal” between already opposing opinions and 

characters within the Reagan foreign policy team of Defense, State, and the NSC.94 In 

fact, Weinberger had made his speech public without the consent of the 

administration as there obviously was no consensus on the ‘uses of military power’ 

the secretary of defense spoke of. Shultz, with whom Weinberger had his most intense 

conflicts, described the rules as “a counsel of inaction bordering on paralysis (…) 

[that] would have stopped us dead in our tracks on Grenada.”95 Journalists dismissed 

it as the “doctrine of only fun wars,” and George Bush’s national security advisor 

Brent Scowcroft would later describe it as “calling for public support amounting to a 

national crusade.”96 Reagan, perhaps surprisingly, or perhaps testimony to his 

management-style of avoiding conflict, did not mention Weinberger’s speech in his 

private diaries at all. The six rules would never be officially sanctioned as a doctrine. 

However, many within the military embraced them unofficially as the most sensible 

precaution to avoid ‘another Vietnam.’  

 In an unofficial way, the Weinberger doctrine represented the 

institutionalization of Vietnam memories in the armed forces. With its emphasis on 

overwhelming force, the doctrine seemed to consciously forget about those aspects of 

warfare that typified the Vietnam experience to a large degree: counterinsurgency and 

guerilla warfare, neither of which fit into Weinberger’s rules.  

Weinberger’s senior military assistant Colin Powell, although personally 

reserved about a “when-to-go-to-war doctrine” due to the uniqueness of each 

contingency, would embrace the six rules wholeheartedly when he later oversaw the 

1991 Gulf War as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.97 As a result of his strong 

advocacy for Weinberger’s six rules in that conflict, they later became better known 

as the Powell doctrine. Powell’s interpretation and application of his memories of the 

Vietnam War will be analyzed in later chapters. 

 

                                                
94 Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph: My Years as Secretary of State, 650. 
95 Ibid.  
96 George H. W. Bush, A World Transformed, ed. Brent Scowcroft (New York: Knopf, 1998), 418. 
97 Kitfield, Prodigal Soldiers: How the Generation of Vietnam Revolutionized the American Style of 
War, 268. 
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The loss of American military power after the Vietnam War was a great concern that 

troubled politicians and soldiers alike. Vietnam had left the United States Armed 

Forces in a deplorable state. After the disappointment of the American defeat – 

although that defeat was not universally accepted as a fact – a military revolution 

informed by the memories of the Vietnam War touched almost all aspects of the 

armed forces. A notable exception to that revolution was military doctrine. In a 

reactionary movement, doctrine seemed to return to a pre-Vietnam state of reliance on 

overwhelming force and technological superiority. As a consequence of that reaction, 

small-scale warfare and counterinsurgency received very little attention throughout 

the 1980s.  

 Yet a military build-up alone would not suffice to deter the underestimated 

communist threat in the eyes of Reagan and his ideologically inspired supporters. 

Their response to the unfavorable ratings of the president’s forceful rhetoric was that 

the Vietnam War, as part of the liberal trends of the 1960s in general, had also 

damaged the United States in a moral way. It had resulted in a distorted image of what 

they perceived as the real threat and that distortion had to be corrected through 

speeches like Newt Gingrich’s draft on Grenada and Lebanon. 

 These two crises in 1983 presented the administration with some difficult 

problems with regard to the memories of the Vietnam War. The invasion of Grenada 

was seen as an opportunity to rebuild confidence and a positive image of the armed 

forces, while at the same time mistakes from Vietnam should be carefully avoided. 

While military force is generally applied in pursuit of the national interest, Grenada 

was also a war about symbols that could alter bad memories. As a consequence, one 

can conclude that transforming the memories of the Vietnam War with a successful 

invasion was seen by the Reagan administration as pursuing the national interest as 

well. However, despite some short-term success, the American public’s reluctance to 

support military action abroad, often labeled as the ‘Vietnam syndrome,’ remained if 

the threat did not materialize in the immediate vicinity of United States territory.  

 Events in Lebanon made that continued reserve clear. Also there, memories of 

the Vietnam War were in the forefront of policymakers’ minds, although with little 

hope that these memories could be altered as in Grenada. Lebanon only seemed to 

confirm all the Vietnam-inspired concerns of the American public. Within the 

administration, a majority supported the American presence. But most prominently, 

Defense Secretary Caspar Weinberger saw his lessons of Vietnam confirmed in the 
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confusing and problematic Lebanese civil war. As a result, he spelled out publicly a 

set of ‘lessons learned’ from Vietnam, in effect institutionalizing these memories in 

the United States Armed Forces. As we will see in the next chapter, these lessons 

would greatly influence the conduct of warfare during the Gulf War.   
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5.	  Powell’s	  journey	  from	  Vietnam	  to	  the	  Gulf	  War	  
 

Colin Powell is one of the most prominent examples of an individual who illustrates 

the full scope of collective, institutional, and personal memories of the Vietnam War. 

His well-documented life-story reads like a metaphor for the American Dream, in 

which the Vietnam War is an episode of challenge to be overcome. After a popularity 

peak in the 1990s his star has faded somewhat since his term in the George W. Bush 

administration, yet he has remained ranked among the most popular Americans for 

two decades now.1 His rise from a poor Jamaican immigrant family from the South 

Bronx to the highest echelons of American power fits the mold of successful 

American biographies almost perfectly. The Vietnam War has a prominent place in 

that story, and although the impact of wartime experiences on an individual can never 

be a truly upbeat story, Powell’s Vietnam War chronicles largely a positive learning 

experience instead of a tragedy.  

 The urge to learn the lessons of Vietnam dominate in many respects Powell’s 

post-Vietnam career. The experiences shaped his perception of and response to 

international crises to a large degree, and his rise to power placed him in positions 

where his personal memories made an impact. They guided his actions, they matched 

or contrasted the institutional legacies of Vietnam which he encountered throughout 

his career, and they fueled his concern with the national struggle to deal with the 

aftermath of the Vietnam War.  

 Many of his posts involved a position between the military and civilians, as a 

translator and guide between the two communities in the post-Vietnam era. 

Ideological at heart, yet sobered by Vietnam, he often advocated the pragmatic and 

cautious approach in foreign affairs in all Republican administrations since Reagan’s. 

Throughout his career, the lessons of the Vietnam War have guided his actions from 

an individual, institutional, and collective point of view, illustrating both the successes 

and limitations of those lessons.  

 

                                                
1 Powell consistently scores high in Harris polls on ‘Man of the Year’ surveys and other ratings on 
government officials. See http://www.harrisinteractive.com/Insights/HarrisVault.aspx (last accessed 
June 14, 2011). A CNN poll taken in 2009 designates Powell as a potentially successful presidential 
candidate – a status he has maintained since 1994. http://politicalticker.blogs.cnn.com/2009/05/25/cnn-
poll-powell-vs-cheney-and-limbaugh/ (last accessed June 14, 2011). 
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Colin Powell’s perception of the Vietnam War, at the time and afterwards, was 

heavily influenced by his devotion to his career in the Army. That career started in 

1954, when he joined the Reserve Officers Training Corps (ROTC) at the City 

College of New York. He recalled in his 1995 autobiography My American Journey 

the moment he first enlisted as a turning point in his life: “The uniform gave me a 

sense of belonging, and something I had never experienced all the while I was 

growing up; I felt distinctive.”2 The camaraderie, meritocracy, and emancipating 

opportunities that the Army provided to Powell were all prime reasons why he 

embraced Army life wholeheartedly.  

 After four years in the ROTC, Powell decided upon a career in the Army. As 

he stated: “for a black, no other avenue in American society offered so much 

opportunity.”3 After a tour in West Germany and several specialized training 

assignments, he was sent to Vietnam in December 1962. At that time, those who were 

sent to South-Vietnam were regarded within the Army as “comers, walk-on-water 

types being groomed for bright futures.”4 Powell was excited to go, but recalled later 

with some irony that his enthusiasm sprang partly from naïveté:  

 
By God, a worldwide communist conspiracy was out there, and we had to stop 
it wherever it raised its ugly head. I had helped man the frontiers of freedom in 
West Germany. Now it was time for me to man another frontier in the same 
fight on the other side of the world. It all had a compelling neatness and 
simplicity in 1962.5  

 

As Powell stated in another interview, the war “had a coherency. We all thought it 

made sense.”6 

He arrived in Vietnam in December 1962 as part of a group of American 

military advisors. By that time, the handful of advisors that started in 1950 had grown 

into a group of around 16,000, mainly supporting and training the Army of the 

Republic of Vietnam (ARVN). Powell was stationed at a base in the A Shau Vally, 

close to the Laotian border and the Ho Chi Minh Trail that supplied the Vietcong 

guerillas. The goal of the ARVN base was to interdict and disrupt that flow of 

supplies, and Powell experienced close combat in the field and frequent shelling of his 

                                                
2 Colin Powell and Joseph E. Persico, My American Journey (New York: Random House, 1995), 26. 
3 James Mann, Rise of the Vulcans: The History of Bush's War Cabinet (New York: Viking, 2004), 39. 
4 Ibid.  
5 Powell and Persico, My American Journey, 75. 
6 Howard Means, Colin Powell: Soldier/statesman - statesman/soldier (New York: Fine, 1992), 132. 



 184 

base. Moreover, he was wounded during that first tour when he stepped into a 

Vietcong booby-trap – a hole in the ground filled with so-called punji-sticks, sharp 

bamboo spikes dipped in dung to create an infectious wound.  

Even though Powell agreed with the ideological tenets of American foreign 

policy, he never gave it much thought at the time. He was there because it was a 

logical step in his career. As part of a group of young captains of infantry, he recalled: 

“we don’t worry about [politics]. Just tell us what the job is.”7 However, politics were 

inescapable in Vietnam. Powell started to doubt the coherency of American policy 

when he talked to his South Vietnamese counterpart Captain Vo Cong Hieu, the 

ARVN officer he advised in the A Shau Valley. When Powell asked why their outpost 

was located at a fairly vulnerable location, Hieu answered that the outpost was very 

important to protect the nearby airfield. When Powell asked why the airfield was 

there, Hieu replied: “To supply the outpost.”8 It was Powell’s personal version of the 

“destroy the town in order to save it”-logic that seemed to illustrate the Vietnam War 

best. Powell felt likewise discouraged in the summer of 1963, when the political 

situation in South Vietnam was very tense. The Diem regime could collapse any time, 

and the military leaders of the ARVN were withholding their allegiance until a new 

leader emerged. Powell and other American advisors observed the ARVN’s inaction 

with increasing frustration while the communist forces strengthened their positions 

undisturbed.  

However, it was not his experience with the enemy that caused Powell to 

doubt his initial faith in the American enterprise in Vietnam. The biggest shock was 

his realization that American civilian and military leadership were not facing up to the 

truth. Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, in particular, came to epitomize this 

false faith in the technological and systematic approach to warfare, and Powell 

criticizes him often in his memoirs and interviews. When McNamara visited Vietnam 

during Powell’s first tour, the secretary concluded optimistically: “Every quantitative 

measurement (…) shows we are winning the war.”9 Retired Colonel Joseph Schwar, 

who knew Powell from his training in Fort Bragg, was stationed in Vietnam at Khe 

                                                
7 Ibid.  
8 Powell and Persico, My American Journey, 81 
9 Ibid., 103. The quote is from a McNamara press conference but is often taken from Stanley Karnow, 
Vietnam: A History  
(New York: Penguin Books, 1984), 271.  McNamara later also agreed that the official reports he gave 
at the time were creating a false impression. Robert S. McNamara and Brian VanDeMark,  In 
Retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam (New York: Times Books, 1995), 45-48. 
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Sanh, about 25 miles from the A Shau Valley. When Schwar learned that McNamara 

had declared the war almost won, he radioed Powell with the news. Schwar recalled 

Powell’s reply: “You tell Mr. McNamara to come and see where I am, because 

someone is shooting at me.”10   

His experiences in the A Shau Valley could have turned him into a cynic on 

the war, but they didn’t. Certainly, in his memoir My American Journey Powell is 

very critical of Robert McNamara and the attitude of the Army at the time. There was 

a “conspiracy of illusion” fabricated by “McNamara’s slide-rule commandos” and 

“slide-rule prodigies” that were able to “measure the immeasurable.”11 He 

categorically called the strategic-hamlet program, the body count, and the search-and-

sweep initiatives “nonsense, all of which we knew was nonsense, even as we did it.”12 

Yet despite these critiques, Powell remained, in his own words, “a true believer. I had 

experienced disappointment, not disillusionment.”13  

When Powell came back to the United States, he continued his promising 

career. He was now a Vietnam veteran who had been awarded a Purple Heart for the 

booby-trap injury. He became a test officer for Infantry equipment, received more 

training in the Infantry Officer Advanced Course, and was promoted to Major – an 

unusually fast rise that indicated his potential for further advancement. Nine months 

after leaving the Army Infantry School as a student, he returned as an instructor. In 

August 1967, Powell became a student again, now at the United States Army 

Command and General Staff College at Fort Leavenworth, where he graduated second 

from a group of 1,244 officers in June, 1968. One month later, Powell was sent on a 

second tour to Vietnam.  

Despite some sobering experiences during his first tour, there is no evidence 

that Powell voiced any critique during the war. Powell himself explains this by stating 

that among Army officers, debating the moral or political implications of the war 

would not help them with a job they were simply assigned to do. As he recalled: “I do 

not recall a single discussion on its merits among my fellow officers all the while I 

was in Vietnam.”14 Yet at the same time, open criticism would be seen as disloyalty to 

the Army and would endanger Powell’s career perspectives. His behavior with regard 
                                                
10 Means, Colin Powell: Soldier/statesman - statesman/soldier, 126. 
11 Powell and Persico, My American Journey, 103. 
12 Ibid.  
13 Ibid.,  See for a similar quote from an earlier interview: “I thought it was right, and I still think it was  
right at the time.” Means, Colin Powell: Soldier/statesman - statesman/soldier, 132 
14 Powell and Persico, My American Journey, 134. 
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to his personal misgivings fitted with his increasingly political approach to his job and 

perhaps with the loyalty he felt towards the Army as well. In fact, the role as adviser 

during his first tour in Vietnam had been a very political assignment and carefully 

navigating a complex military-political field became one of Powell’s specialties.  

By the time Powell arrived in Vietnam in July, 1968, the war had changed 

drastically. Mass protests against the war, still sparse in 1963, had reached a high 

point in 1968 after the Tet offensive surprised the Americans in January of that year. 

The so-called credibility-gap had widened profoundly as a result, and the 

hopelessness of the war had convinced President Lyndon Johnson not to seek re-

election. Powell remained silent at the time, but he resented particularly the political 

mismanagement of the war. He blamed the Johnson government for trying to fight a 

war with as little inconvenience to the public as possible, by allowing college students 

to receive deferments for the draft and refusing to officially declare war, call up the 

reserves, and muster up support for the war as a united, national effort. As a soldier, 

Powell felt isolated from the rest of society: “as far as the rest of the country was 

concerned, we were doing it alone.”15 Years later, he would wholeheartedly embrace 

and strongly advocate Weinberger’s emphasis on national support for future wars as 

stated in his 1983 list on the uses of military power.  

Powel was assigned to the 23rd infantry Division or Americal Division, whose 

headquarters were in Chu Lai, South-Vietnam.16 After a brief period of administrative 

duties at nearby Duc Pho base, Powell was assigned to the planning staff of General 

Charles Gettys, the commander of the Americal Division in Chu Lai. After reading a 

publication in the Army Times about Powell’s academic achievements at Fort 

Leavenworth, Gettys specifically requested Powell as his staff officer for operations 

and planning – a job normally reserved for those of higher rank.17 

Overall, Powell’s second tour in Vietnam helped him to further advance on his 

already impressive career path. He held a prestigious job on the general’s planning 

staff, where his efficiency reports were favorable. After his tour, he was awarded the 

                                                
15 Ibid., 129. 
16 The epithet ‘Americal’ was a reference to the history of the division that had been formed in 1942 on 
the Pacific island of New Caledonia. The division name represented a contraction of  American, New 
Caledonian Division. 
17 The operations and planning officer is one of five staff officers on a division commander’s staff. In 
military jargon, it is called G-3. G-1 is assigned to personnel affairs, G-2 for Intelligence, G-4 for 
logistics, and G-5 for civil affairs. According to Powell’s own assessment, G-3 is the most coveted job 
on a commander’s staff, normally reserved for promising lieutenant colonels. At the time, Major 
Powell was still one rank lower, but he got the job nevertheless. See Ibid., 135. 
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Legion of Merit for his services and the Soldier’s Medal for “heroism not involving 

actual conflict with an enemy” for an incident where Powell’s helicopter crashed. 

Surviving the crash but suffering a broken ankle, Powell dragged General Gettys and 

two others from the burning helicopter.18 After returning in July, 1969, Powell 

concluded: “Judged solely in professional terms, it was a success.”19 

Judged in all other terms, the Vietnam War was, of course, not a success. 

Powell left Vietnam a second time with even harsher judgments on the war. His 1995 

memoir is full of laments about the “euphemisms, lies, and self-deception,” the 

“macabre statistical competition” of the body counts, the inflated reports, and a 

“corrosive careerism” that Powell admitted to being a part of, deflating the value of 

the Legion of Merit he received. During Powell’s first tour around 16,000 advisors 

were in Vietnam, and he estimated at the time that it would take half a million men to 

defend South Vietnam against northern aggression.20 When he left in 1969, that 

number of Americans was actually in the country, but later Powell concluded that “no 

defensible level of U.S. involvement would have been enough.”21 His strongest 

critique would be reserved for the “raw class discrimination” that had allowed for 

exemptions from the draft but also for what he perceived as a failure of leadership 

within the armed forces. Top military leaders had failed to stand up against politicians 

who wanted to fight an unwinnable war. As Powell stated, and the revolution of the 

military in the 1980s illustrated, his generation of officers “vowed that when our turn 

came to call the shots, we would not quietly acquiesce in halfhearted warfare for half-

baked reasons that the American people could not understand or support.”22  

Yet the Vietnam War did not only lay bare mistakes in the civil-military 

relations that Powell focused on, concerned as he was with the Army as an institution. 

To many, the Vietnam War also illustrated a failure in morality and ideology, of 

which attrition warfare, the body counts, the use of Agent Orange, and discrimination 

within the armed forces were just a few examples. No other event during the war 

seemed to illustrate that apparently lost morality better than the My Lai massacres that 

                                                
18 In addition to saving his general, Powell also dragged out Jack Treadwell, a World War Two Medal 
of Honor recipient. See the Military Times “Hall of Valor” website: http://militarytimes.com/citations-
medals-awards/recipient.php?recipientid=100351 (last accessed June 14, 2011). 
19 Ibid., 144. 
20 See also Means, Colin Powell: Soldier/statesman - statesman/soldier, 132 and Powell and Persico, 
My American Journey, 147. 
21Powell and Persico, My American Journey, 147. 
Powell devotes pages 144 to 149 to his objections about the Vietnam War in powerful language.  
22 Ibid., 149. 
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occurred on 16 March, 1968. They were conducted by soldiers from the Americal 

Division that Powell joined during his second tour, and although the massacres 

happened before his arrival in Vietnam, Powell became involved with the attempted 

cover-up. 

 

My	  Lai	  

According to military historian Shelby Stanton, the Americal division was stationed in 

a particularly rough area in Vietnam that remained a Vietcong stronghold throughout 

the war, despite a continuous American and ARVN presence. The division had a 

tough reputation, and Powell’s 11th infantry Brigade had a nickname as the “Butcher 

Brigade” because of their frequent violent encounters with the enemy.23 Tim O’Brien, 

who captured the horror and absurdity of the Vietnam War as one of the prime 

American novelists after the war, would be part of the Americal Division a year after 

Powell. Norman Schwarzkopf, with whom Powell would oversee the Gulf War of 

1991, would be part of Americal as well. Its most infamous member was Second 

Lieutenant William Calley, who would be convicted of murder for the My Lai 

massacre.  

Three months before Powell arrived for his second tour, William Calley and 

his platoon from the Americal Division raped, tortured, and killed 347 to 504 

unarmed Vietnamese civilians in the My Lai and My Khe hamlets of Son My 

village.24 Almost a year later in March 1969, Powell, now at the Americal 

headquarters, was ordered to look up the after-battle reports of that day for an 

investigator from the inspector general’s office. Powell did not know the importance 

of the reports at the time, but in his memoir he claims that after journalist Seymour 

Hersh’s disclosure of the massacre on November 12, 1969, he realized what the 

investigator had been looking for.25  

Powell does not mention that he had seen reports strongly suggesting 

malpractices much earlier. In November 1968, Specialist Fourth Class Tom Glen, 

who was on his way home from a tour in the same brigade as Calley’s wrote a very 

                                                
23 Means, Colin Powell: Soldier/statesman - statesman/soldier, 145. 
24 The number of deaths is contested. The sanitized press release from the Americal Division 
headquarters mentioned 128 dead “enemy in a running battle.” See James Stuart Olson and Randy 
Roberts, My Lai: A Brief History with Documents (Boston: Bedford Books, 1998), 27. A later official 
Army estimate puts the number at 347. However, the memorial at the site of the massacre in Vietnam, 
based on a Vietnamese estimate, mentions the number of 504.  
25 Powell and Persico, My American Journey, 143, 144. 
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critical letter to the commander of American forces in Vietnam General Creighton 

Abrams. The letter accused entire American units of unprovoked insulting, shooting, 

torturing, and killing of Vietnamese that “acquire the aspect of sanctioned policy.”26 

Moreover, Glen stated that:  

 

It would indeed be terrible to find it necessary to believe that an 
American soldier that harbors such racial intolerance and disregard for 
justice and human feeling is a prototype of all American national 
character; yet the frequency of such soldiers lends credulity to such 
beliefs. (...) What has been outlined here I have seen not only in my 
own unit, but also in others we have worked with, and I fear it is 
universal. If this is indeed the case, it is a problem which cannot be 
overlooked.27 

 

The letter did not specifically mention My Lai or Calley’s platoon, and it is 

unclear whether Glen had knowledge of that specific massacre. Since the letter 

concerned the Americal Division, it was forwarded to Powell with the request to come 

up with a draft response. Powell contacted Glen’s supervisor, who told him that the 

soldier was not close enough to the frontline to reach these conclusions. Without 

consulting Tom Glen about this assertion, Powell drafted his response letter for 

Abrams. He wrote that there may have been isolated incidents but ended by stating 

“In direct refutation of this [Glen's] portrayal is the fact that relations between 

Americal soldiers and the Vietnamese people are excellent.”28 Powell’s argument was 

copied into the eventual official response to Glen.29   

 So Powell was aware of allegations of severe misconduct before the My Lai 

story was disclosed, in contrast to his claim in his memoir. Powell does not mention 

Tom Glen’s letter in his memoir at all yet does describe an episode intended to 

explain the context in which My Lai happened. Powell referred to the dangerous 

nature of the area, which was notorious as a Vietcong stronghold, and the poor 

                                                
26 Mann, Rise of the Vulcans: The History of Bush's War Cabinet, 43. See for a more complete report 
from the investigations by General William R. Peers the website of the law department at the 
University of Missouri-Kansas City:  
http://law2.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/mylai/MYL_Peers.htm (last accessed June 14, 2011). 
Similar accusations were later voiced by the Winter Soldier investigations and the VVAW, and most 
famously in John Kerry’s testimony before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee.  
27 See the story on Powell’s My Lai on Consortiumnews.com, the website of Robert Parry, former AP 
and Newsweek journalist: http://www.consortiumnews.com/archive/colin3.html (last accessed June 14, 
2011). He bases his assessment on the book Michael Bilton and Kevin Sim, Four Hours in My Lai 
(New York: Viking, 1992) , which I have been unable to obtain. 
28 Ibidem.  
29 Mann, Rise of the Vulcans: The History of Bush's War Cabinet, 43. 
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training the junior officers received by that time.30 That response was very similar to 

what many of the accused in subsequent My Lai trials used in their defense. Also, 

Powell recalls the practice of looking for ‘military-age males’ (MAM’s) from a 

helicopter. If found, the crew fired first in front of him. If he moved, he was shot at. 

“Brutal?” Powell asked “Maybe so (…) The kill-or-be-killed nature of combat tends 

to dull fine perceptions of right and wrong.”31 In an interview taken three years before 

the publication of his memoir, Powell gives a similarly harsh explanation that borders 

on excuse. “it was lousy Indian country. I don’t mean to be ethnically or politically 

unconscious, but it was awful (…) I’m not excusing what happened, but when you 

went in there, you were fighting everybody.”32 

 Later in his career, Powell had to defend himself against the accusation of 

being part of ‘white-washing’ the My Lai massacre.33 Although there is plenty of 

evidence that proves an attempted cover-up by the Army, Powell’s role had been only 

a minor one. Nevertheless, as his conduct in response to Tom Glen’s letter indicates, 

Powell was more concerned about his loyalty to the Army and his career perspectives 

then he was inclined to seriously investigate the uncomfortable but serious and well-

founded accusations. After all, Powell was one of the first in the Army to learn about 

the letter, and his draft response was instrumental in its dismissal.  

Yet while the My Lai massacre serves as an example of unmistakably evil 

acts, Powell’s response to the atrocities also illustrated the complexity that troubled 

more people with regard to My Lai in particular and the Vietnam War in general. 

Time magazine ran a cover-story in 1971 on the Calley trial titled: “Who shares the 

guilt?”34 In the article, Harvard sociologist Nathan Glazer is quoted as saying: “Who 

is at fault? The people who gave the orders or the people who fought?”35 That 

essential element turned the Calley trial into a debate on responsibility for the 

                                                
30 Powell refers to the “instant non coms” (non-commissioned officers or NCO’s) like Calley as 
“Shake-and-bake sergeants”:  “Take a private, give him a little training, shake him once or twice, and 
pronounce him an NCO.” Powell and Persico, My American Journey, 144. 
31 Ibid.  
32 Means, Colin Powell: Soldier/statesman - statesman/soldier, 146. 
33 See, for instance, an interview from Richard Brookhiser with Christopher Hitchens on Washington 
Journal from 1995, as posted on http://thefilmarchived.blogspot.com/2010/08/christopher-hitchens-
and-richard_17.html (last accessed June 14, 2011). See also the archived website of Larry King’s 
interview with Colin Powell on May 4, 2004, available on 
http://web.archive.org/web/20070110175317/http://www.state.gov/secretary/former/powell/remarks/32
160.htm   (last accessed June 14, 2011). 
34 “The Clamor over Calley: Who Shares the Guilt?,” Time magazine, April 12, 1971, as published on 
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,904957,00.html  (last accessed June 14, 2011).  
35 Ibidem. 
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Vietnam War in general. Many Vietnam veterans, increasingly derided as ‘baby-

killers’ after Ronald Haeberle’s My Lai pictures were used as anti-war posters, felt the 

same type of isolation that Powell described prior to his second tour, an isolation 

exacerbated by vilification by anti-war protesters.36 The sentiment that veterans and 

the U.S. armed forces in general were held responsible for a crime they did not 

commit, or at least not willingly, resonated from the Calley trial to the scapegoat 

theme of the Oliver North trial in the Iran-contra affair in the late 1980s. It was 

debated in Army journals like Parameters and popularized in television series such as 

The A-team and movies like Rambo.37  The controversy that existed over who was 

responsible for atrocities in Vietnam is illustrated by the sentencing of the accused. 

William Calley was first sentenced to life in prison for his involvement in the My Lai 

massacre. However, the sentence was later reduced after an intervention from 

President Richard Nixon to three-and-a-half years’ house arrest in military quarters at 

Fort Benning, Georgia. Nixon intervened in part because of several thousands of 

letters sent to him requesting the reduction. A similar ambiguity can be observed in 

the sentencing of the participants in the Iran-contra affair, in which no one convicted 

served any time and the main participant, Oliver North, was transformed into a 

celebrity.38    

Powell’s reputation remained relatively untouched by his oblique association 

with the scandal. Particularly at the time, no one took note of the role Powell, then a 

successful but unknown career officer, had played.39 Upon his return from Vietnam, 

Powell went to George Washington University in Washington D.C. to obtain an MBA 

degree. He graduated in 1971, received a promotion to lieutenant colonel, and became 

                                                
36 See, for instance, Francis Frascina, Art, Politics, and Dissent: Aspects of the Art Left in Sixties 
America (Manchester / New York: Manchester University Press / St. Martin's Press, 1999), 175-186; 
Myra MacPherson, Long Time Passing: Vietnam and the Haunted Generation (Garden City, N.Y.: 
Doubleday, 1984), 497. 
37 Lloyd J. Matthews and Dale E. Brown, eds., Assessing the Vietnam War: A Collection from the 
Journal of the U.S. Army War College (Washington, D.C.: Pergamon / Brassey's International Defense 
Publishers, 1987).The phrase “held responsible for a crime they did not commit” was part of the 
opening of every A-team episode. It referred to the creation of the A-team itself that was formed after 
its members, all Vietnam veterans, were wrongly accused of a crime, but it implied that all veterans 
were wrongly accused. 
38 Only Albert Hakim, partner of The Enterprise, was fined for $5000. All other sentences were either 
overturned on appeal or those convicted were pardoned by George H.W. Bush in the last days of his 
presidency.  
39 Powell’s name is not mentioned in the report on the investigation of the My Lai incident of the 
Armed Services investigating subcommittee of the House of Representatives, July 15, 1970, as 
published on http://www.loc.gov/rr/frd/Military_Law/pdf/MyLaiReport.pdf  (last accessed June 14, 
2011). Powell’s name does not appear in the Peers report either, see note 26 and 
http://law2.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/mylai/MYL_Peers.htm (last accessed June 14, 2011).  
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General William DePuy’s speechwriter at the Pentagon. DePuy stood at the frontlines 

of the Army reforms of the 1970s, attempting to institutionalize lessons of Vietnam 

while the war was still going on. Powell’s time in DePuy’s office exposed him to a 

reformist group within the Army that included Creighton Abrams and Bruce Palmer.40 

Throughout most of the rest of his career, Powell would be surrounded by reform-

minded people from the military, influencing Powell’s thinking and facilitating his 

rise to the top.   

 

Post-‐Vietnam	  

Shortly after Powell started working on DePuy’s staff, he was invited to apply for the 

prestigious White House Fellowship program.41 He entered the program in the class 

of 1972-1973. The previous year, the future national security advisor Robert 

McFarlane had been a White House Fellow. That job lay in Powell’s future as well. 

The intention of the Fellowship program was to expose promising young leaders to 

the process of high-level policymaking, and Powell called the experience a turning 

point in his life.42 Most importantly, it introduced him to two powerful Washington 

mentors in the Office of Management and Budget where he spent his year as a fellow, 

director Caspar Weinberger and his deputy Frank Carlucci. The two men would be 

instrumental in Powell’s rise to the top in national security affairs and play defining 

roles in shaping foreign policy based on lessons of Vietnam. 

Before Powell returned to work for Carlucci and Weinberger, he spent some 

more time in the Army. The aftermath of the Vietnam War was ever-present, directly 

and indirectly. While commanding a battalion in South Korea, Powell witnessed the 

challenges that resulted from the abolition of the draft in January 1973, transforming 

the Army into the All-Volunteer Army (AVA). Drugs, racial tension, and low 

discipline were key problems while educational standards dropped to keep 

conscription at a sufficient level. However, Powell again served under a highly 

motivated reformer, Major General Henry E. “Gunfighter” Emerson, who was 

adamant about bringing discipline and morale back into the Army. When Powell 

returned to Washington D.C. and entered the National War College (NWC), he met 

similar reformist zeal in the academic aspects of military life as his stay at NWC 
                                                
40 Powell and Persico, My American Journey, 156. 
41 For a brief history of the Program, see the website of The White House, 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/about/fellows (last accessed June 14, 2011). 
42 Ibid., 161. 
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coincided with the reappraisal of Clausewitzian theory. Powell was deeply impressed 

by the ideas of the old strategist and applied them, like many others in the military at 

the time, to understand the mistakes in Vietnam. As he wrote in his memoir: 

 

That wise Prussian Karl von Clausewitz was an awakening for me. His 
On War, written 106 years before I was born, was like a beam of light 
from the past, still illuminating present-day military quandaries. “No 
one starts a war, or rather no one in his right senses should do so," 
Clausewitz wrote, “without first being clear in his mind what he interns 
to achieve by that war and how he intends to achieve.” Mistake 
number one in Vietnam. Which led to Clausewitz's rule number two. 
Political leaders must set a war's objectives, while armies achieve 
them. In Vietnam, one seemed to be looking to the other for the 
answers that never came. Finally, people must support a war. Since 
they supply the treasure and the sons, and today the daughters too, they 
must be convinced that the sacrifice is justified. That essential pillar 
had crumbled as the Vietnam War ground on. Clausewitz's greatest 
lesson for my profession was that the soldier, for all his patriotism, 
valor, and skill, forms just one leg in a triad. Without all three legs 
engaged, the military, the government, and the people, the enterprise 
cannot stand. 43 
 

Powell would make sure that he understood the other two pillars as well. After 

the National War College, he became military assistant to his former supervisors 

Caspar Weinberger and Frank Carlucci, both of whom he knew from the White House 

Fellow program. The two men were now secretary and deputy secretary of defense in 

Reagan’s first administration. By that time, Powell was very much a product of both 

the institutional and academic lessons that the Army focused on after Vietnam.  

As the secretary’s military assistant, Powell experienced the 1983 Lebanon 

bombing, an episode which reinforced the distaste he picked up in Vietnam for the 

State Department’s “antiseptic phrases (…) for foreign interventions which usually 

had bloody consequences for the military.”44 In Lebanon, marines were deployed for 

largely diplomatic purposes, without a clear military goal. Powell felt that Weinberger 

had given in too easily to Reagan’s wishes, which resulted in the devastating 

bombing. The same weekend Powell also experienced the Grenada invasion. In 

contrast to the heroic and successful event Reagan portrayed it to be, Powell stated 

that it was a “sloppy success” and “hardly a model of service cooperation.”45 Other 

                                                
43 Ibid., 200, 207 See also the chapter ‘Rebuilding the forces.’ 
44 Ibid., 291. 
45 Ibid., 292. 
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than that, Powell did not deem these two episodes - Lebanon and Grenada - important 

enough to spend more than two pages on in his 600-plus-page memoir. That may be 

surprising, particularly since the Lebanon mission was the direct impetus for 

Weinberger to set down his rules on the application of military force that Powell 

would use later in the Gulf. However, Powell’s relative lack of interest in Lebanon 

itself only emphasizes the fact that especially to him and his peers, the Weinberger 

doctrine was all about Vietnam, not Lebanon.   

At Powell’s own request, he parted from Weinberger with whom he had 

developed a relationship he now called “almost sonlike.”46 But in order to further his 

military career, he needed to command a division. He was transferred to Germany, but 

soon after taking over command, Powell was summoned back to Washington, much 

to his dismay. His other former boss, Frank Carlucci, had become Reagan’s new 

national security advisor charged with bringing back order after Robert McFarlane, 

his successor John Poindexter, and their activist staff member Oliver North had 

brought chaos to the NSC with the Iran-contra Affair.47 Carlucci and Powell 

profoundly reorganized the NSC, abolishing North’s overstretched “political-military 

bureau,” eliminating an NSC role in covert actions and bringing in a lawyer to 

regularly check the constitutionality of its activities. In fact, Powell and Carlucci took 

careful note of the Tower Commission report that had investigated the flaws of the 

NSC that resulted in the Iran-contra Affair and followed its recommendations almost 

to the letter.48 When Carlucci moved on to become secretary of defense, replacing 

Weinberger, Powell moved up to become the first African-American national security 

advisor.  

McFarlane and Oliver North had made use of the unsupervised NSC to refight 

the Vietnam War in Central America on the basis of their memories of Vietnam. 

Powell imposed his own ‘lessons learned’ on the NSC, with distinctively different 

results. To Powell, two crucial lessons of the Vietnam War were particularly relevant 

at this stage in his career. First, the generals in the Joint Chiefs of Staff had refused to 

object to a policy they did not believe in, while it should have been their job to inform 

                                                
46 Ibid., 313. 
47 Fred Barnes of The New Republic called the national security advisor job “Reagan’s Bermuda 
Triangle, swallowing up more appointees than any other job in his administration.” Quoted in Lou 
Cannon, “Antidote to Ollie North,” The Washington Post, August 7, 1988, The Washington Post 
Magazine, W16. 
48 David J. Rothkopf, Running the World: The Inside Story of the National Security Council and the 
Architects of American Power (New York: PublicAffairs, 2005), 255. 
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the presidents about the inconsistencies and impossibilities of the course they wanted 

in Vietnam. Second, as a result the credibility of the foreign policy apparatus was lost 

at home and abroad. Powell was convinced that presidential decisions during the 

Vietnam War had been clouded by groupthink and military yes-men. As a result, he 

felt very strongly about the need for an ‘honest broker’ in the decision-making 

process – a role he could play as national security advisor but also as chairman of the 

Joint Chiefs of Staff.  In fact, many of his post-Vietnam positions had involved an 

advisory function, translating between the military and civilians.49 Only with the 

assurance that the president was receiving impartial advice would the foreign policy 

process regain its stature. As Frank Carlucci stated: “[Powell and I] set out to restore 

credibility of the [NSC], to restore it to its proper role as an interagency body – that is 

its ‘honest broker’ role.”50 The transition from the ‘rogue’ NSC that had been 

responsible for Iran-contra into the ‘stable’ NSC of the Powell-Carlucci days was 

successful, and at the end of Powell’s tenure as national security advisor he was even 

dubbed “Antidote to Ollie North.”51 Powell’s success also coincided with a slow but 

steady general shift in the Reagan administration. The prominence that the more 

convinced ideologues or “Reaganauts” enjoyed in the early 1980s diminished, and a 

more pragmatic team emerged.  

Yet the fact that Powell did not share the stark ideology of Oliver North and 

others did not mean he felt uneasy with the ideological premises of Reagan’s foreign 

policy. In fact, Powell’s most public moment during his term under Reagan related to 

Central American policy, considered to be the domain of the “Reaganauts.”52 It was 

on the issue of aid to the Nicaraguan contras that Powell played a defining role in 

convincing Congress of the need to continue funding. Ironically, while Congress had 

previously halted Reagan’s Central American policies largely due to bad memories of 

Vietnam, Powell now persuaded the senators by alluding to the memories of Vietnam 

as well.  

After the Boland Amendments, whose restrictive powers only worked in fiscal 

years 1984 to 1986 and included only military aid, legislation for continued aid to the 

                                                
49 Because of his lifelong insistence on this ‘honest broker’ aspect, Powell’s critics and disillusioned 
admirers alike pointed to his controversial speech before the National Security Council prior to the 
invasion of Iraq in 2003 as the moment when Powell lost the balance between being the critical advisor 
and the loyal team player. 
50 Lou Cannon, “Antidote to Ollie North,” The Washington Post, August 7, 1988. 
51 Ibidem. 
52 See the chapters in this dissertation on El Salvador and Iran-contra. 
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contras was brought to Congress frequently. Nicaraguan aid continued to be a 

sensitive issue, even within the Reagan administration, but many agreed that the 

contras deserved at least minimal support from the United States. Powell, for instance, 

had not agreed with Weinberger’s and Reagan’s romantic vision of the contras as 

freedom fighters, but took a more pragmatic approach based on balance of power. He 

acknowledged that “in the old days of East-West polarization, we worked with what 

we had.”53  

During Powell’s tenure at the National Security Council, congressional 

support for nonlethal aid had already been reinstalled. Lethal, or military, aid was still 

a problem, and Powell was sent to Congress to testify on the issue. Powell told the 

Congressmen:  

 

Let me tell you a story. I’ve been in the jungle. I’ve been where the 
contras are now, except that it was in Vietnam in 1963. You can’t 
imagine how desperately we waited for that Marine helicopter to 
supply us every two weeks. Our lives, not just our comfort, hung on 
that delivery. It’s no different for the contras today (…) We’re talking 
about whether men who placed their trust in the United States are 
going to live or be left to die.54   
 

Powell’s speech was not unlike many of the pleas for support to El Salvador 

and Nicaragua that had been heard in the early 1980s - filled with Vietnam references 

that either fell on deaf ears or provoked fierce opposition. This time, it proved to be 

the last push needed for the approval of military aid to Nicaragua. What had changed? 

Part of the explanation can be found in the personal stature of Powell – by now a 

three-star general, credited with bringing order to the NSC. He did not flaunt the 

strong ideological convictions of some of the others who had invoked Vietnam before 

Congress, and he could rely on an impeccable service record. Moreover, the 

acceptance of Powell’s references was also a testimony to the changed attitude 

towards the Vietnam War over the course of the 1980s. If Oliver North, portrayed as a 

victim during his trials, could successfully appeal to the emotional ambivalence 

towards the military after the Vietnam War, then Powell’s references were certainly 

accepted - a far better spokesperson for the armed forces than North had been.55 But 

                                                
53 Powell and Persico, My American Journey, 339. 
54 Ibid., 340. Mann, Rise of the Vulcans: The History of Bush's War Cabinet, 158. 
55 In a 1983 Esquire article, Christopher Buckley refers to ‘Viet Guilt’ that is supposedly felt by those 
who evaded service and later realized they missed the central experience of their generation. As quoted 
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probably the most important difference between North and Powell was that North 

seemed to remember Vietnam as an episode in which civilian and congressional 

oversight had obstructed the soldiers and limited America’s ability to fight its 

enemies, whereas Powell became convinced after Vietnam that good civil-military 

relations and support from Congress and the public were crucial to successfully 

conduct foreign policy.  

 

Institutionalized	  lessons	  

Colin Powell achieved success by imposing his lessons of Vietnam on the NSC. At 

his next job, Powell again was both a beneficiary of lessons already institutionalized 

and a promoter of further healing after Vietnam. After the Reagan years, Powell 

returned to the Army, now a four-star general in command of the one million troops 

stationed in the United States. After Powell had served only a few months in the job, 

the new secretary of defense Dick Cheney recommended him to President Bush to 

become the next chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.  

 From its creation in 1947, the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) played an advisory 

role to the president on all military affairs. However, the several branches of the 

armed forces were traditionally in competition with each other on many levels, from 

the prestige of leading an operation to the allocation of money and personnel. 

Moreover, the advice that the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff could give to the 

president and the secretary of defense had to represent the consensus between the 

several branches. With that consensus often lacking, recommendations often turned 

out to be watered down and uncritical. To many critics, including Colin Powell, that 

institutional set-up was one of the main reasons why the Joint Chiefs of Staff did not 

forcefully speak out against the unclear military objectives they were given by the 

civilians during the Vietnam War.56  

 The situation was not addressed until 1982, when departing chairmen General 

David Jones spoke out against it. The Air-Land Battle doctrine formulated after 

                                                                                                                                       
in Charles Paul Freund “The New National Wimp Factor; Yesterday You Were Guilty If You Served; 
Now You're Ruined If You Didn't,” The Washington Post, August 28, 1988,  B2. Also, journalist 
Frances FitzGerald refers to a sense of guilt over the treatment of Vietnam veterans after the 
celebrations of the Gulf War of 1991. See Bernard von Bothmer, Framing the Sixties: The Use and 
Abuse of a Decade from Ronald Reagan to George W. Bush (Amherst: University of Massachusetts 
Press, 2010), 105.  
56 The best-known military critique that argues this point is Bruce Palmer, The 25-Year War: America's 
Military Role in Vietnam (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1984). Palmer was also one of the 
reformers whom Powell met while he worked in the office of General DePuy.  
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Vietnam devalued counterinsurgency while re-emphasizing a conventional and 

integrated approach to war. It laid bare the lack of cooperation between the military 

branches. The Grenada invasion of 1983 also illustrated how inter-service rivalry 

considerably hindered orational success.57 To improve the situation, Senator Barry 

Goldwater and Congressmen William Nichols sponsored the passage of the Defense 

Reorganization Act of 1986, better known as the Goldwater-Nichols Act. 

As the Weinberger principles were formulated after Lebanon but were actually 

the result of ‘lessons learned’ from Vietnam, so was the Goldwater-Nichols Act a 

response to Vietnam via Grenada. General Bruce Palmer had most famously criticized 

the conduct of the United States armed forces in Vietnam in his account The 25-year 

War: America’s Military Role in Vietnam. Palmer stated that the civilian and military 

chains of command were flawed and unnecessarily complex, resulting in a faulty 

strategy and subsequent American defeat that could have been avoided.58 The failed 

rescue mission during the Iran hostage crisis and the hitches in the Grenada invasion 

further underscored what was seen as a vital problem of the military chain of 

command: the several branches of the military could not effectively operate jointly. 

The main transformation that the Goldwater-Nichols Act effectuated was to shift 

responsibility from the individual military branches to the officials who coordinated 

their joint operations.  

The Act greatly enhanced the position of the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff, elevating his position to the principal advisor to the President and his cabinet 

without the need for consensus in the JCS. While the Weinberger doctrine, as an 

institutionalization of the lessons of Vietnam, never was officially adopted as a 

doctrine, the Goldwater-Nichols Act codified its own set of lessons of the Vietnam 

War into law. Colin Powell agreed with and benefitted from both institutional 

changes. He became the first chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff to serve a full term 

under the new Goldwater-Nichols Act. Benefitting from the enhanced power of that 

position, he was enabled to implement the Weinberger principles as his own, bringing 

the official and officious lessons of Vietnam together.  

 Powell’s first test as chairmen would be the operation to capture Panamanian 

dictator Manuel Noriega. Noriega was a notorious free agent, who had been on the 
                                                
57 See the chapter in this dissertation on Grenada/Lebanon.  
58 Ibid. See for a later, also highly influential critique along similar lines H. R. McMaster , Dereliction 
of Duty : Lyndon Johnson, Robert McNamara, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the Lies that Led to 
Vietnam (New York: HarperCollins, 1997). 
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CIA payroll for his aid in transporting weapons to Nicaragua but also made large 

profits in the drug trade. In December 1989, the situation in Panama deteriorated with 

several incidents, one of which led to the death of a U.S. Marine. Bush agreed to an 

invasion, which resulted in a successful regime change and, after a somewhat 

embarrassing two-week manhunt through Panama, got Noriega arrested on American 

drug charges. 

 The Noriega problem had been on the NSC’s agenda during the Reagan 

administration as well, but while at the NSC Powell had resisted taking any action 

against the Panamanian dictator. Powell was particularly critical of a State 

Department proposal to support the deposed President Eric A. Delvalle that would 

have resulted in a government viable only through continued U.S. military support – a 

situation that eerily resembled the South Vietnamese regime of Ngo Dinh Diem. 

According to Lou Cannon of The Washington Post, Powell and Carlucci were at the 

time the deciding voices against the plan.59  

However, after the incidents in 1989, Powell’s opinion changed. What was 

seen as Panamanian provocations made the Noriega issue a serious problem for the 

freshly installed Bush administration. Now, Bush’s ability to promote democracy in 

Latin America, fight the war on drugs, and, most importantly, manage the end of the 

Cold War was challenged as well. In what is considered a crucial meeting on 

December 17, 1989, Bush asked his advisors if a small operation by Special Forces 

would not be enough to arrest Noriega. Powell resisted, following the Weinberger 

guideline of overwhelming superiority. A large-scale military operation was necessary 

for success, Powell argued, and he won the argument.60  

After the Panamanian operation, Powell wrote:  

 

The lessons I absorbed from Panama confirmed all my convictions 
over the preceding twenty years, since the days of doubt over Vietnam. 
Have a clear political objective and stick to it. Use all the force 
necessary, and do not apologize for going in big if that is what it takes. 
Decisive force ends wars quickly and in the long run saves lives. 

                                                
59 Lou Cannon, “Antidote to Ollie North,” The Washington Post, August 7, 1988. 
60	  Means,	  Colin	  Powell:	  Soldier/statesman	  -‐	  statesman/soldier,	  272.	  Ret.	  Col.	  David	  Hackworth,	  
who	  calls	  himself	  and	  Powell	  “forever	  branded	  by	  Vietnam,”	  said	  on	  the	  excessive	  force	  used	  in	  
Panama:	  “25,000	  	  men	  [were]	  sent	  in	  when	  12	  special	  forces	  guys	  could	  have	  done	  the	  job.”	  See	  
also	  for	  a	  post-‐Vietnam,	  post-‐Panama	  assessment	  Eytan	  Gilboa,	  "The	  Panama	  Invasion	  Revisited:	  
Lessons	  for	  the	  use	  of	  Force	  in	  the	  Post	  Cold	  War	  Era,"	  Political	  Science	  Quarterly	  110,	  no.	  4	  
(1996),	  539-‐562.	  
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Whatever threats we faced in the future, I intended to make these rules 
the bedrock of my military council.61  

 

Yet in an interview with Kenneth Adelman in 1990, Powell emphasized also 

the uniqueness of the Panama intervention, cautioning against drawing too many 

lessons to apply blindly in new situations. According to Senator John McCain, that 

sensitivity showed him that Powell had learned what he called “the summary lesson 

of sorts” from Vietnam: “learn the lessons of that war but don’t overlearn them.” 

McCain recalled a December 1990 Senate Armed Services Committee hearing that 

surveyed the potential use of force against Iraq:  

 

We had witness after witness who had been in the Vietnam War (…) 
saying, “We can’t do it. There will be all these bodybags.” That’s 
understandable among people whose life’s experiences were defined 
by the Vietnam War. [Powell] also watched soldiers die in combat, in a 
war for which there was no blueprint for victory, but rather than react 
by believing that we should never embark again in military operations 
outside the continental limits of the Unites States, his thinking matured 
to the degree where he was convinced we should never embark into 
conflict again without a clear blueprint for victory and without 
devoting whatever resources are necessary to winning.62   

 

When Powell supervised the war against Iraq in 1991, he did bring such a blueprint 

for victory, firmly based on his lessons from Vietnam. The invasion of Grenada and 

the debates within the military about the lessons of Vietnam during the 1980s had 

accumulated into a strategic vision that dominated the 1991 Gulf War. Powell 

personified those lessons and memories. He remembered his personal experiences 

during the Vietnam War as instrumental lessons in the need for honest assessments 

and clear communications between the military and the politicians. He could place 

those observations within a strategic context when he learned about the ideas of 

Clausewitz that were part of the institutional revolution in the military after Vietnam. 

Powell became particularly aware of the importance in warfare of what Clausewitz 

called the three pillars: the military, the politicians, and the public. In his career after 

Vietnam, he would witness the military reforms from up close in the office of General 

                                                
61 Powell and Persico, My American Journey, 434. 
62 Means, Colin Powell: Soldier/statesman - statesman/soldier, 271, 272, 276. Similar arguments are 
also made in Peter Huchthausen, America's Splendid Little Wars: A Short History of U.S. Military 
Engagements, 1975-2000 (New York: Viking, 2003), 120. 
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DePuy. Subsequently, he occupied several advisory roles to the top of the civilian 

leadership. 

Powell’s learning process based upon his own personal experiences coincided 

with the institutionalization of ‘lessons learned’ based on memories of Vietnam. The 

Goldwater-Nichols Act, designed in part to overcome the institutional infighting 

displayed during the Vietnam War, greatly enhanced the power of the chairman of the 

Joint Chiefs of Staff – and Powell was the first beneficiary of those enhanced powers. 

When he was an aide to Defense Secretary Weinberger, he heard the secretary deliver 

his speech on the uses of military power: the unofficial ‘lessons learned’ from the 

armed forces that the top military leadership had adopted. Those institutionalized 

memories were first known as the Weinberger doctrine, but after Colin Powell applied 

them during the Gulf War, they would bear his name in later years. The application of 

those lessons was possible after more than a decade of debate and institutional change 

but depended also on a president who would allow the military to apply its lessons. 

Before I analyze the memories of the Vietnam War in relation to the Gulf War, I 

therefore first turn to George H.W. Bush’s ‘Vietnam’ in the next section.  
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6.	   George	   H.W.	   Bush,	   the	   Vietnam	   War,	   and	   the	   creation	   of	   a	  
metaphor.	  
 

To briefly summarize, as I illustrated in the previous chapters, the memories of the 

Vietnam War had a considerable impact on American foreign policy throughout the 

1980s. This legacy of Vietnam is often connected to the term ‘Vietnam syndrome,’ 

popularized by Ronald Reagan during the 1980 election, although the previous 

chapters also demonstrated how the term itself can be called, to use the words of 

Marilyn Young, “a zone of contested meaning.”1 Reagan popularized the term 

‘Vietnam syndrome,’ and his successor George H.W. Bush claimed to have “kicked 

the syndrome once and for all” after his victory in the Gulf War of 1991.2 Between 

Reagan and Bush, the ‘syndrome’ and the memories of the lost war had been debated, 

contested, and institutionalized, yet no consensus was reached on the ‘right’ lessons 

that should be learned or the ‘correct’ way of applying these lessons. As a result of 

this ambiguity, the claim that Bush had ended ‘the syndrome’ was premature. 3   

 As the first chapter demonstrated, it is important to understand Ronald 

Reagan’s perception of the Vietnam War in order to explain his ideas on its legacy in 

foreign policy. Similarly, to understand how his successor dealt with the legacy of 

Vietnam we need to begin by asking the question: What did George H.W. Bush mean 

when he talked about the Vietnam War and the ‘Vietnam syndrome’? As in the 

chapter on Reagan, the emphasis will lie on those ideas relevant to foreign policy, 

although the legacy of Vietnam in international affairs is impossible to completely 

disconnect from the domestic legacy. As I shall argue, Bush’s concern with the 

domestic aftermath of the Vietnam War is particularly relevant to understanding the 

influence these memories had on his foreign policy. The background of Bush’s ideas 

on the Vietnam War will be addressed in this chapter. The impact that these ideas had 

on Bush’s foreign policy, in particular his handling of the Gulf War, will be argued in 

the next chapter.  

 

                                                
1 Marilyn B. Young, The Vietnam Wars, 1945-1990 (New York: HarperCollins, 1991), 314. 
2 “Excerpts from Bush News Conference,” The New York Times, March 2, 1991, p 5. 
3 In this dissertation, I will refer to George H.W. Bush, the 41st president, as President Bush, or simply 
Bush. His son, George W. Bush the 43rd president, will be addressed specifically as his son if he is 
mentioned.  
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Bush’s	  Vietnam:	  	  

George H. W. Bush was the son of the successful Wall Street banker and senator 

Prescott Bush and grandson of the industrialist Samuel Bush, patriarch of the Bush 

dynasty. Born in 1924, Bush grew up in wealth among the East-coast establishment of 

Connecticut during the 1920s and 1930s. The Great Depression, often regarded as a 

defining experience for Bush’s generation, did not hit the Bush family very hard. To a 

much larger degree, Bush’s worldview was shaped by the Second World War. 

According to his own memoir, after Pearl Harbor, Bush “could hardly wait to get out 

of school and enlist.”4 He joined the Navy’s flight-training program on the day he 

turned eighteen and was sent to the Pacific. In the letters he wrote at the time, Bush 

expressed a strong sense of duty and responsibility. On June 26, 1944, he wrote that 

he wants to be home soon, but “at last I feel that I am at least doing my part and when 

I get back I’ll have no feeling of guilt about being in the States.”5  

Bush’s war experience was unlike Reagan’s, whose nearsightedness excluded 

him from duty overseas. Reagan’s ideas on the Vietnam War were also shaped largely 

by his perception of the Second World War, but Reagan participated in public 

relations for the Army, creating educational and training films. George Bush, 

however, was sent abroad, and while at sea, fellow soldiers were killed or went 

missing in action. One day, Bush’s airplane got shot down, forcing him to parachute 

out and wait for rescue under threat of capture by the Japanese. The experience 

shaped his ideas on warfare and also earned him a life-long reputation as a genuine 

war hero.  

Back in the United States, Bush went to Yale, and subsequently moved to 

Texas in the late 1940s to venture into the oil business. After a successful career as an 

entrepreneur, he turned to politics and in 1966 got elected to represent Texas’ 7th 

district in the United States House of Representatives. He would remain in the House 

for four years. During those years, Bush was active as a representative on a national 

platform during the height of American domestic upheaval over the Vietnam War and 

civil rights issues.  

A fundamental aspect of Bush’s position on the Vietnam War was that duty, 

honor, and loyalty to your country were crucial and unconditional, and therefore the 

                                                
4 Undated letter Bush to parents, August to October 1942, George H. W. Bush, All the Best. George 
Bush: My Life in Letters and Other Writings (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2000), 23. 
5 Letter Bush to parents, June 26, 1944, Ibid., 45. 
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American military operation in Vietnam should be supported. Bush reiterated that 

position consistently during every stage of his career, as a baseline to his thinking in 

general and to military affairs specifically. It was not only a position that coincided 

with the general Southern conservative opinion, but was also anchored in a strong 

personal conviction. At the end of his political life, after his presidency, Bush wrote in 

his memoir: “Everything I learned from history, from my father, Prescott Bush, 

everything I valued from my service in the US Navy reinforced the words ‘duty, 

honor, country.’”6 Also, in an interview with David Frost at the time of the Vietnam 

War, Bush remarked that his own war experience shaped his opinion on “what 

Vietnam was all about.”7 

Yet this patriotic foundation did not mean that Bush held a completely 

uncritical view of the Vietnam War. Like his political mentor, conservative senator 

Barry Goldwater, Bush criticized Johnson’s Vietnam policy for not being strong 

enough but also for the enlargement of the federal government and the increased 

deficit spending it entailed.8 His arguments against the Vietnam War stemmed from 

the same political philosophy that convinced conservatives to oppose civil rights 

legislation: a large increase in government regulation restricts vital freedoms in an 

unhealthy way.  

Despite these objections, Bush never really attacked President Johnson on his 

Vietnam policy for several reasons. For one, it was not his style. Even if Bush, in his 

first steps on the political stage, mimicked the positions of the popular Goldwater, 

Bush’s political style was very different from that of the explosive Arizona senator. 

Bush would never feel comfortable with rhetorical fireworks or ideological infighting, 

favoring a more moderate, philosophical approach to politics.9 Also, in the district 

where his constituents lived, the Vietnam War was politically a much smaller issue 

than for instance civil rights. In a district that was generally supportive of the war out 

of patriotic motivations, not much political credit could be expected from venturing 

into politically volatile tides over what can be considered as minor objections to a war 

                                                
6 George H. W. Bush, A World Transformed, ed. Brent Scowcroft (New York: Knopf, 1998), 17. 
7 As cited in: Herbert S. Parmet, George Bush: The Life of a Lone Star Yankee (New York: Scribner, 
1997), 116.  
8 Peter Schweizer and Rochelle Schweizer, The Bushes: Portrait of a Dynasty (New York: Doubleday, 
2004), 187. 
9 According to biographers Schweitzer, Bush was: “raised and schooled in an America that he saw as 
decidedly nonideological.” However, Bush was raised in wealth and in a decidedly conservative 
environment so I object to the neutrality of Bush that the Schweizers claim. See Ibid.  
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that he generally supported himself. Moreover, even though the Republican Bush 

opposed the Democrat Johnson on many topics, he considered it politically prudent to 

support a fellow Texan on the Vietnam War. Bush was convinced that “getting along 

with each other” was an essential part of good politics, and he considered the fierce 

personal attacks on Johnson over Vietnam highly condemnable from a personal point 

of view.10 Bush respected Johnson as a politician and liked him as a Texan. As a 

testimony to these personal ideas on political mores, Bush, as the only Republican, 

decided in January 1969 to attend the outgoing president’s party instead of joining the 

incoming Nixon’s welcome reception.  

Bush described his views on the Vietnam War best in a private 

correspondence with his friend Richard Mack, who had written him a long anti-war 

letter in early 1968. In that letter, Bush summed up his thoughts on the ongoing war in 

a more careful and nuanced way than his future colleagues Reagan, Haig, or Oliver 

North would do. 11 Yet despite the nuance, Bush remained clear in the letter about his 

political position on the war. What stands out in Bush’s considerations on the war in 

1968 was his emphasis on morality.12 While not literally declaring the Vietnam War a 

moral cause, or a ‘noble cause’ for that matter, he did respond defensively to the 

accusation that the Vietnam War was immoral. In response to Richard Mack’s antiwar 

letter, Bush wrote:  

 

I think you are wrong on the immorality aspect of it all. I just don’t buy 
that this is an immoral war on our part. If you want to argue that all 
war is immoral – fine; but this selectivity and this blind willingness to 
emphasize the weakness of the South Viet Nam government while 
totally overlooking the terror of the VC and the past slaughters by Ho 
and the boys I can’t buy.13   

 

Bush believed in the nobility of American motives in international relations and 

the value of defending freedom and democracy abroad. The argument on the 
                                                
10 Letter, Bush to Richard Mack, Easter Sunday 1968, Bush, All the Best. George Bush: My Life in 
Letters and Other Writings, 113. 
11 Bush’s descriptions of the situation in Vietnam, that includes a critical and self-critical review, 
resonates more with the assessments of Powell and McFarlane, than with those of North, Reagan, and 
Haig. These last three tend to describe the war more in platitudes, and are more inclined to place the 
blame more firmly on Congress, the media, and ‘the American public.’  
12 All the letters selected for the compilation of Bush’s private correspondence in All the Best.seem to 
resonate with this theme. Perhaps this is partly the purpose of the editors to enhance the public’s 
perception of the former president, but the consistency in the available material throughout the years 
and the private nature of most of the letters make it noteworthy nevertheless. 
13 Bush to Mack, 1968, Ibid. 111. 
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immorality of the war that Mack put forward was based on an alternative explanatory 

model of American foreign policy that gained popularity during the 1960s. This 

interpretation was based on Marxism and related the Vietnam War to a neo-colonial 

tendency of the United States in which American foreign policy was based on 

capitalist dependency and driven by a continuous search for new markets to exploit.14 

Bush based his stance against the immorality argument in part on the fact that no 

colonial motives were pursued by the United States, as he wrote to Mack: “If I felt we 

were seeking permanent ground in this country I might buy the immorality theory – 

but I don’t feel that.”15  

 In his 1968 letter to Richard Mack, Bush was both critical and hopeful on the 

war, granting, to a certain degree, the viability of different views. On the position of 

the South Vietnamese government and its armed forces, both of which had been 

recently described by Robert Kennedy as incapable and unwilling, he commented: “I 

can recognize the lack of viability of the government in the south but I recognize its 

improvement.” And on the effects of the peace protests in the United States on the 

course of the war, Bush wrote: “The protests at home (and I’m not saying here they 

shouldn’t be) have definitely strengthened Hanoi’s will, but the pressure remained on 

and it hurt and now maybe they will try for peace.”16 Also, he suggested that the 

official statements on the war, describing it as directed from the Soviet Union and 

China, might not be all true. “I’m not a ‘Communism is monolithic’ man; but nor am I 

one who feels the Communists have renounced their clearly stated goals for world 

revolution or world takeover.”17 Bush, in sharp contrast to the assessments on the 

Vietnam War by Reagan, continuously emphasized the complexity of the conflict.  

When Bush mentioned several reasons why one could object to the war, 

without making his own position clear: 

 

We can want it over [sic] because we don’t want to fight ourselves - or 
because we think it is immoral (…) or because we think it is diverting 
funds from other purposes, or because this country shouldn’t involve 

                                                
14 See for the most prominent contemporary example of this school William Appleman Williams, The 
Tragedy of American Diplomacy (Cleveland, N.Y.: The World Publishing Company, 1959)  and its 
considerably revised and enlarged editions from 1962 and 1972, and for the explanation of the Vietnam 
War within that school Gabriel Kolko , Anatomy of a War: Vietnam, the United States, and the Modern 
Historical Experience (New York: Pantheon Books, 1985). 
15 Bush to Mack, 1968Bush, All the Best. George Bush: My Life in Letters and Other Writings, 111-
112. 
16 Ibid. 112-113. 
17 Ibid. 113. 
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ourselves [sic] in this type of massive effort in a country not suited to 
resisting guerilla and terror tactics.18 

 

He did specifically agree with the critique on the way the war was being 

fought, stating: “From a military standpoint, I think we are fighting the wrong war.” 

Eventually, reflecting on the several sides of the issue, Bush states: “I have concluded 

there is no easy answer.” And in a short rebuttal of the antiwar position of his friend 

Richard Mack, he says: “And that is where we differ – you think there is.”19    

 The biggest problem Bush has with the antiwar position is what he perceived 

as a lack of balance, objectivity, and ‘fair play.’ “I think the biased reporting on this 

stinks,” he writes.20 In particular the description in the press of the government and 

military of South Vietnam did not match his own observations when he toured 

Vietnam himself in December 1967. “[Based on the press reports] I thought every 

hamlet had been devastated by our napalm – how grossly unfair this turned out to 

be.”21 The accusation that a ‘liberal press’ played an important role in stimulating 

protest at home and undermining the war effort significantly would become a central 

part of revisionist reasoning in the war and the related ‘culture wars’ that ensued from 

the 1960s.22  To Bush, a perceived lack of nuance in the press was what he missed 

most in the debates on the war.23   

 Details on the war aside, Bush considered many of the protesters as lacking in 

personal values in general – a sentiment that grew over the years into a cruder, 

universal dismissal of a ‘1960s mentality.’ In 1968, Bush complained:  

 

The thing that amazes me often is the arrogance and total lack of 
compassion on the part of some doves who suggest that those who 
don’t want to turn tail and quit really don’t want the war to end – Hey 
hey LBJ how many kids did you kill today – how brutal can a critic be 

                                                
18 Bush to Mack, 1968, Ibid.  
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 112. 
21 Ibid.  
22  The accusations towards the press were most prominently described by Richard Nixon who called 
the war at home  “The real war,” see Richard M. Nixon, The Real War (New York: Warner Books / 
Random House, 1980). For other references, see Bernard von Bothmer, Framing the Sixties: The Use 
and Abuse of a Decade from Ronald Reagan to George W. Bush (Amherst: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 2010); Tom Brokaw, Boom! : Voices of the Sixties : Personal Reflections on the 
'60s and Today (New York: Random House, 2007); Richard Joseph Morris and Peter Charles 
Ehrenhaus, Cultural Legacies of Vietnam: Uses of the Past in the Present (Norwood, N.J.: Ablex, 
1990). 
23 Bush to Mack, 1968, Bush, All the Best. George Bush: My Life in Letters and Other Writings, 112-
114. 
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(…) I detest this suggestion that the President really doesn’t care about 
human lives.24  

 

Later, in 1999, he considered this a sign of what political rhetoric describes as the 

‘permissive 1960s’ that supposedly corrupted the American will and spirit25:  

 

I felt – as did many of my generation – that too many young people 
used the war as an excuse to break the law, practice free sex, take 
drugs, and eschew responsibility of any kind. The personal values I 
had been taught as a child were threatened and, at least for a time, 
seemed lost.26   

 

These personal considerations on duty and responsibility, a product of both his 

childhood and his experiences in World War II, made Bush a frequent public defender 

of the American cause in Vietnam. Biographers Peter and Rochelle Schweitzer 

describe his eagerness to debate the issue “as if he and his generation were on trial, 

and he was determined to make a ready defense.”27 The fact that a large majority in 

his district supported the war and that Bush had built a loyal relationship with Richard 

Nixon over the years might also have contributed to his willingness to defend the war 

amidst rising national sentiments against it.  

Old friendships and loyalties were tested on May 11, 1970, when a delegation 

from his alma mater Yale, which included the university president, paid Bush a visit 

in Washington D.C. It was a week after the Ohio National Guard killed four students 

during a protest at Kent State University, revitalizing nationwide protest against 

Nixon’s Cambodian incursion in particular and the Vietnam War in general. At the 

same time, the Senate was engaged in a heated debate over the Cooper-Church 

amendment, a landmark event in congressional opposition to the war designed to cut 

off all U.S. military operations in Cambodia and hence limit executive power in 

foreign policy. The Yale delegation told Bush to support congressional efforts to stop 

the war or else they would try to obstruct any of his attempts to win reelection.28 

Bush, who at the time was contemplating a race for the Senate later that year, did not 

change his position. When the Cooper-Church amendment reached the House in July, 

                                                
24 Bush to Mack, 1968, Ibid., 112-113. 
25 Bothmer, Framing the Sixties: The Use and Abuse of a Decade from Ronald Reagan to George W. 
Bush, 92, 93. 
26 Bush, All the Best. George Bush: My Life in Letters and Other Writings, 106. 
27 Schweizer and Schweizer, The Bushes: Portrait of a Dynasty, 189. 
28 Ibid.  
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Bush voted against it. His loyal position earned him the support of the Nixon White 

House in his Senate race later that year. When Bush failed to win in Texas, Nixon 

appointed him U.S. ambassador to the United Nations.29    

Within the Bush family, the war played a divisive role as well. Nephew John 

Ellis campaigned for George McGovern in 1972 in order to stop the war. Son Jeb 

decided to grow his hair long and contemplated filing for conscientious objector status 

when he needed to register for the draft.30 Jeb’s brother and future president George 

W., in contrast, did support the war and, like his father, strongly denounced the 

radicalism of the time. When George W. was called up for duty, he did not volunteer 

for service in Vietnam, however, but tried to get into the National Guard. Service in 

the National Guard was often seen as a coveted assignment available only to the well-

connected and was associated with efforts to avoid active duty in Vietnam.31 

However, these troubles within the family had no notable impact on Bush’s actions as 

a politician.    

The strongest imprint that the experiences of the Vietnam War made on 

Bush’s thinking and acting at the time was not in the area of ‘radicalism’ or the 

military aspects of the war but civil rights. On December 26, 1967, Bush began a 16-

day trip to Southeast Asia. He toured Vietnam and spoke with American soldiers from 

all ranks. This was the most direct experience he would have with the Vietnam War. 

However, it did not alter his ideas on foreign policy but did instigate a profound shift 

in his ideas on domestic issues. Bush came back from Vietnam convinced that he had 

to vote in favor of the Civil Rights Act of 1968 – a vote very much against the wishes 

of his constituents and the Republican Party leadership.  

                                                
29 Bush’s loss in the race was unrelated to the withheld support from the Yale delegation. Bush had 
prepared to run against the vocal critic of the Nixon Administration Ralph Yarborough (D), yet 
Yarborough was surprisingly defeated in the Democratic primaries by Lloyd Bentsen. His upset victory 
was partly due to the fact that he attacked Yarborough on his strong anti-war position. Bentsen’s pro-
war position denied Bush an advantage on the issue of Vietnam in the final campaign as well, and 
Bentsen won the race.    
30 He eventually did register in 1971, but was never called to serve since the war was winding down 
already. Ibid., 190. 
31 For family relations during the Vietnam War, see Ibid.. Despite scoring the lowest acceptable grade 
on the pilot’s aptitude test, George W. was moved to the top of a long waiting list to enroll in the Texas 
Air National Guard in May 1968. For an article on the questions relating to George W. Bush’s period 
in the Texas Air National Guard, see Lois Romano, “Bush's Guard Service In Question: Democrats Say 
President Shirked His Duty in 1972,” The Washington Post, February 3, 2004,  A08, as published on 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A7372-2004Feb2.html  (last accessed June 14, 2011). 
For more commentary and links to primary sources released by the White House in February 2004, see 
Josh Levin and Timothy Noah, “Yeoman of the Guard: AWOL? Probably not. A draft dodger? No 
question,” Slate magazine, February 12, 2004, as published on http://www.slate.com/id/2095256/ (last 
accessed June 14, 2011).	  
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The conservative wing of the Republican Party had objected to the Civil 

Rights Acts of 1964 and 1968 based on the same arguments they used to criticize 

LBJ’s conduct of the war in Vietnam: too much spending by a growing federal 

government. That critique was most vocally articulated by Barry Goldwater, and Bush 

had always affiliated himself with that conservative line. It was not uncommon, 

particularly for Southern conservatives, for the public anti-federal argument to be 

implicitly matched with a private racial subtext in their rebuttal of the Civil Rights 

Act. Bush, well aware of the racial prejudices in his district, decided to challenge this 

status quo after his visit to Vietnam.  

The most controversial provision of the Civil Rights Act would guarantee 

“open housing,” prohibiting racial discrimination in the sale or rental of all housing in 

the U.S. After his trip to Vietnam, Bush became convinced of the “symbolism of open 

housing.”32 He voted in favor of the Civil Rights Act, a complete reversal of his 

earlier position. In fact, during his senatorial campaign of 1964, Bush had primarily 

attacked his opponent Ralph Yarborough on his support for the Act. Voting now in 

favor himself, Bush was met with strong opposition in his home district. He received 

many negative letters and phone calls, and confessed to a friend: “I never dreamed the 

reaction would be so violent.”33 But he did not regret his decision, telling a reporter 

afterwards: “I could not have it on my conscience that I had voted for legislation that 

would have prevented a Negro servicemen, who has the funds, and who upon 

returning from Vietnam where he had been fighting for the ideals of his country, 

would know that he could not buy or rent a decent home."34 Again, it was a question 

of basic fairness and fair play, of his personal values affected by World War Two and 

the Vietnam War.35  

Three years earlier, Bush had also commented on the relationship between the 

issues of civil rights and the Vietnam War, although at that time he had criticized 
                                                
32 Letter, Bush to Chase Untermeyer, April 4, 1968, Bush, All the Best. George Bush: My Life in 
Letters and Other Writings, 107. 
33 Letter, Bush to James Allison, April 1968, Ibid., 111. 
34 Schweizer and Schweizer, The Bushes: Portrait of a Dynasty, 188. 
35 Bush had to defend his vote numerous times, and his most memorable defense came three weeks 
after the vote at a public forum at Houston Memorial High School. The crowd welcomed him with 
boos and angry shouts, yet he managed to turn the crowd around, in part by citing Burke’s ideas on the 
conscience of elected officials-- ideas that were not the typical crowd pleasers but did convey a 
personal conviction on the issue. Bush cited: “Your representative owes you not only his industry; but 
his judgment, and he betrays instead of serves you if he sacrifices it to your opinion.” Without 
mentioning the Civil Rights Act specifically, he further talked about Vietnam, the bravery of Black 
soldiers, and questions of basic justice. Ibid., 189. The speech is published in Bush, All the Best. 
George Bush: My Life in Letters and Other Writings, 108-110. 
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others for linking the two topics. In July 1965, Bush engaged in a debate with a  

liberal writer from Austin, Ronnie Dugger. They talked primarily about the Vietnam 

War, and Bush made it clear how he resented the opposition to the war from the 

‘radical’ perspective. He lamented how the civil rights movement was “being made 

over into a massive vehicle with which to attack the President's foreign policy in 

Vietnam.”36 Bush cited one such leader, Conrad Lynn, as saying: “The United States 

white supremacist army has been sent to suppress the nonwhite people of the world.” 

He cited another, Ossie Davis, who said: “If we can be nonviolent in Selma, why can't 

we be nonviolent in Vietnam?” and called it “the fuzziest thinking of the year.” 37 The 

far left was also attacked since they, in line with the Marxist position on international 

relations, doubted the ‘integrity’ of the government’s anti-communist foreign policy. 

Bush called them hypocrites for their simultaneously expressed “love for peace and 

democracy” and their support for the communist Castro. And he questioned whether 

their tactics of protest based on Thoreau’s civil disobedience were appropriate. He 

could see the legitimacy of those tactics if one were a “tormented individual Negro in 

Mississippi or Alabama,” but “those campus people are another thing altogether.”38    

Over the years that the Vietnam War dragged on and protest rose, one 

argument against the protesters was that they actually prolonged the war. The 

argument was that the more North Vietnam got convinced that the United States was 

fighting an unpopular war which it could not indefinitely continue, the less the North 

Vietnamese had to give in at the negotiation table. Peace talks had regularly been held 

since 1968, but when Bush became ambassador to the United Nations in 1971, not 

much progress had been made. Nixon’s National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger 

had been absorbed by the peace talks for years already, and while George Bush had 

no role in the negotiation process as ambassador at the United Nations, he was 

confronted with the credibility gap that, in addition to influencing domestic relations, 

also damaged the international prestige of the United States.  

On May 11, 1971, Bush wrote to Alexander Haig, who at the time was 

Kissinger’s closest assistant. He said: “The subject of Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos is not 

in front of the U.N., but it permeates the corridors and is all around us.” Bush then 

asks for an overview of “the things we have offered and the rejections we have 

                                                
36 Schweizer and Schweizer, The Bushes: Portrait of a Dynasty, 175. 
37 Ibid. . 
38 Parmet, George Bush: The Life of a Lone Star Yankee, 116. 
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received” to try to shift the negative perception other ambassadors have of the 

American peace effort. 39 Bush’s lament about the credibility gap, which he again 

linked with a decline in moral values in general, would later be reinforced by the 

Watergate scandal.  Bush complained often in his diaries about a collective negative 

sentiment that seemed to hold the nation in grips in the early 1970s. “God, how we 

need civility,” he wrote on July 19, 1971.40 And in his memoir from 1998 he recalled: 

“Vietnam and Watergate had created an adversarial sense of cynicism among many in 

the press, who seemed convinced that all public servants could be bought or were 

incapable of telling the truth, that all were unethical in one way or another.”41 

At the end of 1973 he penned down a list of things he had liked and things he 

had disliked in that year. In the ‘dislike’ list stood: “That we’ve seemed in ’73 to lose 

perspective. Our blessings far out weigh [sic] our shortcomings, yet we seem to be at 

the handwringing stage.” On of these blessings he placed in the ‘liked’ list: “the end 

of the Vietnam War and the return of the prisoners.”42 Yet the end of the war did not 

reinstall the “civil perspective” Bush considered to have been lost by Vietnam. Bush, 

like Alexander Haig and others who supported the war at the time, would sporadically 

refer to the decline of morality and values since the1960s in interviews and memoirs 

for years to come.  

To sum up, Bush’s ‘Vietnam’ was strongly influenced by his considerations of 

what he perceived as moral and patriotic duties. He was brought up with these values, 

and the experience of the Second World War served as a powerful affirmation. His 

conservative and patriotic values also formed the foundation of his support for the 

Vietnam War. Yet despite Bush’s unwavering support throughout the war, he did not 

exclude all doubts and nuances he felt from his reasoning. He supported the war 

because he acknowledged the threat from international communism but did not 

consider himself a “‘Communism is monolithic’ man.” He supported the 

administrations in wartime, but had considerable doubts about the ensuing growth of 

government and the spending of federal funds. From a military perspective, Bush had 

no documented clear opinion on how the war could be fought better and only 

remarked once that the United States was fighting the “wrong war” without further 
                                                
39 Letter, Bush to Alexander Haig, May 11, 1971, Bush, All the Best. George Bush: My Life in Letters 
and Other Writings, 143.  
40 Private memo, “George Bush End of Year Summary,” December 31, 1973, Ibid., 172-174. 
41 Bush, A World Transformed, 17. 
42 Private memo, ‘George Bush End of Year Summary’, Bush, All the Best. George Bush: My Life in 
Letters and Other Writings, 173. 
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explanation of what he meant. From the perspective of diplomacy, Bush was 

concerned about the loss of credibility in the world after Vietnam. Interestingly, the 

most profound influence that the Vietnam War had on Bush’s thinking was unrelated 

to foreign affairs but concerned civil rights. This emphasis on domestic over 

international affairs would remain a prominent aspect of Bush’s memories of Vietnam 

and his ‘lessons learned’ that ensued from them.  

Bush’s and Reagan’s perceptions of the Vietnam War were similar but only to 

a certain degree. They both understood the legacy of the war as harmful to America’s 

position in the world from diplomatic and military points of view but were also very 

concerned about the effects it had on the domestic front. They observed a moral, even 

spiritual decay after the 1960s, in which domestic protests against the Vietnam War 

played a pivotal role. To Reagan, the Vietnam War and its aftermath resulted in 

reluctance among the American people, with Congress as its extension, to 

acknowledge the threat posed by communism in the world. Bush agreed with Reagan 

on the need to rebuild American pride and patriotism and also shared Reagan’s 

concern with communist expansion, although in a more nuanced way. 

 Whereas Reagan saw the Cold War predominantly as a Manichean struggle 

between ideas, Bush was more inclined to approach international relations from a 

Realist’s point of view. He had considerably more experience in foreign affairs than 

Reagan had when he entered office, having been the ambassador to the United 

Nations from 1971 to 1973, the highest representative of the United States to China 

from 1974 to 1975, and director of the CIA from 1976 to 1977.43 During the 1980 

election, Bush had briefly tried to win the Republican nomination himself, and in the 

election debates he derided Reagan for being dangerously inexperienced in foreign 

affairs.44 When Bush withdrew from the race early on and was later brought onto 

Reagan’s ticket as vice president, he was not considered part of the ideologically 

motivated “Reaganauts.” Although unquestionably a conservative Republican, Bush, 

like his confidant James Baker III, favored a more cautious approach towards foreign 

affairs than some of the more idealistically motivated members of the Reagan 

administration. The difference between, roughly speaking, idealism and realism 
                                                
43 Without a formal embassy in the People’s Republic of China, Bush’s title was the Chief of the U.S. 
Liaison Office to the PRC, effectively acting as an ambassador.  
44 Lou Cannon et al. “George Bush: The Hot Property in Presidential Politics; Press With Bush 
Suddenly Triples,” The Washington Post, January 27, 1980, First Section, A1 and Myra MacPherson 
“Presidential 1980, the Race of the Instant Heartbreak; 1980's Wishes Are Dark Horses, And the Ride 
Can Be Rough,” The Washington Post, March 20, 1980, Section Style, D1. 
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explains in part the difference between Reagan and Bush in approaching the Vietnam 

legacy.  

 Another important difference between the two presidents with respect to the 

memories of the Vietnam War is the fact that Reagan, the ´Great Communicator,´ 

relied heavily on his rhetorical skill in actively framing and re-framing the memories 

of the Vietnam War. Bush, in contrast, did not have a similar appreciation of or talent 

for rhetoric. One of Bush’s speechwriters described the public Bush as the mirror 

image of the public Reagan when he remarked that “[Bush’s] love of substance often 

caused him to neglect style.”45 Where Reagan loved the show-business elements of 

his job, Bush described many aspects of the public presidency as “phony baloney, 

inauthentic, unpresidential” and a White House aide even labeled Bush’s presidency 

as “an anti-rhetorical operation.”46 As a self-proclaimed pragmatist, Bush thought 

rhetoric conflicted with authenticity, insulted intelligence, and constricted honest 

judgment.47 As a result, Bush did not seek to actively alter the perception of the 

Vietnam War in the same way Reagan had initiated the debates on the memories of 

the war, although during the 1988 election campaign, both Bush and the press evoked 

the memories of the Vietnam War.  

 

The	  presidential	  race	  of	  1988:	  creating	  a	  metaphor	  

During the election of 1988, Vietnam was brought up without a clear connection to 

foreign policy. Whereas the memories of the Vietnam War functioned largely as 

guidelines on how to deal with international affairs during the debates on Central 

America in the 1980s, the discussions in 1988 focused more on the domestic 

memories: What did ‘Vietnam’ mean for the baby-boom generation? How does it 

function as a metaphor for the 1960s in general? What is its place in the debates on 

the ‘culture wars’ that ensued from the 1960s? Although much of these domestic 

discussions fall outside the scope of this dissertation, it is important to address some 

                                                
45 Martin J. Medhurst, The Rhetorical Presidency of George H. W. Bush (College Station: Texas A&M 
University Press, 2006), 10. 
46 Quoted in Ibid., 3.  
47 When he was in the Navy’s flight-training program in 1942, Bush lamented the anti-Japanese 
exaggerated rhetoric, writing that “The only thing wrong with this place is, they don’t realize the 
average intelligence. They hand out so much crude propaganda here. It is really sickening…All the 
well educated fellows know what they are fighting for – why they are here and don’t need to be 
‘brainwashed’ into anything.” Undated letter, Bush to parents, between August and October 1942, 
Bush, All the Best. George Bush: My Life in Letters and Other Writings, 25. 
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of these aspects as Bush’s concern with the domestic memories of Vietnam influenced 

his conduct in foreign policy as well, as will be argued in the next chapter.  

As Bernard von Bothmer argues in Framing the Sixties; the Use and abuse of 

a decade from Ronald Reagan to George W. Bush, the Republicans made a distinction 

between the ‘good sixties’ and the ‘bad sixties’ into a campaign theme.48 The 

Democratic opponent, Governor Michael Dukakis of Massachusetts, was branded as 

an exponent of the ‘bad sixties’: an “unpatriotic hippie,” a “radical” who was “soft on 

crime.”49 It was also noted by pundits that Dukakis’ home state Massachusetts was the 

‘McGovern state.’ George McGovern was the Democratic presidential candidate in 

1972 and a vocal critic of the Vietnam War who favored withdrawal of the troops and 

amnesty for draft evaders who had left the country. He never successfully divested 

himself of the negative label “amnesty, abortion, and acid” that supposedly reflected 

his positions. According to conservative journalist George Will, the legacy of 

McGovern had made the Democratic Party of 1988 suspect of harboring “a hyper-

critical attitude about the United States, Blame-America-First Democrats,” who 

believed that America was “a racist, imperialistic, sick society.”50  

Stereotypes of Republicans were also created on the basis of collective 

memories of the Vietnam War. During Reagan’s presidential race of 1980, his 

statements on the Vietnam War had served as a clear indication of the staunch 

conservatism he favored – at least rhetorically. However, when the press prepared for 

the 1988 race, in which George Bush ran, and started writing profiles on the former 

vice president, they had a hard time clarifying the significance and meaning of Bush’s 

position on the Vietnam War. The war was used to illustrate that Bush was either too 

radical and rightwing or too pragmatic and a ‘flip-flopper.’ For instance, Bush’s 

earlier statements on the Vietnam War could reveal that Bush was actually much 

more conservative than most people thought – as Lou Cannon of The Washington 

Post cited an Associated Press dispatch from the 1960s that quoted Bush as favoring 

“a limited extension of the war in Vietnam including restricted use of nuclear 

                                                
48 Bothmer, Framing the Sixties: The Use and Abuse of a Decade from Ronald Reagan to George W. 
Bush, 94-101. 
49 Ibid., 95, 96 See for a documentary on the polarizing tactics during the 1988 election campaign from 
the PBS Frontline series: Boogie Man: The Lee Atwater Story, directed by Stefan Forbes, W. Noland 
Walker and Tia Wou (New York: InterPositive Media, 2009). 
50 George Will quoted in Bothmer, Framing the Sixties: The Use and Abuse of a Decade from Ronald 
Reagan to George W. Bush, 94. 
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weapons if ‘militarily prudent.’”51 A contrasting conclusion by others was that Bush, 

while a member of Congress, supported a withdrawal from Vietnam after his initial 

hawkish position. This switch was supposed to demonstrate that as a leader, Bush was 

less reliable and steadfast than some thought.52 

However, a closer look at the documentary record makes clear that both 

conclusions are an exaggeration of Bush’s opinions on the war. While Bush’s support 

for the Vietnam War at that time remains beyond question, the citation that he would 

consider using nuclear weapons does not place him on the extreme right-wing fringe – 

as implied by the author. First of all, that sentiment echoed the views of conservative 

notables such as Bush’s political mentor Barry Goldwater and Ronald Reagan, who 

did not enthusiastically advocate nuclear war but said that an official statement on the 

exclusion of nuclear weapons in a conflict took away all of the deterring benefits of 

the weapon. Secondly, the remark resonated with the overall opinion of his 

constituents in Texas, who had at best only a mild interest in foreign policy matters. 

Thirdly, the addition of the words “if militarily prudent” makes the remark less 

controversial for a congressman whose support base is hawkish yet himself has no 

responsibility for nor leverage on foreign policy matters. Fourthly, while the idea of 

nuclear war in Vietnam was abhorred by many Americans, the nuclear option never 

completely disappeared from the list of military alternatives throughout the war. The 

actual use of the weapons was generally considered to be political suicide and offered 

no decisive military advantage. But publicly toying with the idea could under certain 

circumstances be politically opportune. Both Johnson and Nixon at times alluded to a 

‘madman’ approach to threaten the North Vietnamese with nuclear war. Within this 

context, Bush’s single remark on the possible use of nuclear weapons could hardly be 

seen as proof of him being a dangerous extremist.  

On the other side of the spectrum, Bush’s record concerning the Vietnam War 

was used to imply a too pragmatic or spineless take on military matters during the 

1988 election. The suggestion made in the press was that Bush first supported the war 

but later voted in favor of troop withdrawal, implying that he was susceptible to 

outside pressure to alter the position he believed in.53 Again, some additional context 

                                                
51 Lou Cannon et al. “George Bush: The Hot Property in Presidential Politics,” The Washington Post, 
January 27, 1980. 
52 Walt Harrington, “Born to Run; On the privilege of being George Bush,” The Washington Post, 
September 28, 1986, The Washington Post Magazine,  W16. 
53 Walt Harrington, “Born to Run,” The Washington Post, September 28, 1986. 
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and documents clarify the issue. Bush was a congressman at a time when the 

legislative branch, in particular the Democratic Senate, became a main arena of 

protest against the Vietnam War. Several proposals for anti-war legislation were 

debated and brought to the table for a vote. If Bush, as member of the House of 

Representatives, favored troop withdrawals from Vietnam, he had several 

opportunities to turn that opinion into a vote.54 However, the Congressional Record 

demonstrates that in all cases of legislation that favored troop withdrawals, Bush 

voted against adoption.55  

Perhaps the journalists that claimed Bush had supported troop withdrawal 

misread the confusing congressional wording of one particular vote.56 They could also 

have taken Bush’s position on the need for troop withdrawal (but only after a North 

Vietnamese withdrawal) that he defended when he was ambassador at the U.N., out of 

context.57 In reality, very few politicians had favored a troop increase at any stage of 

the Vietnam War; neither had American public opinion. Before Americanizing the 

war without unequivocal consent from Congress after the Tonkin Gulf incident, 

Lyndon Johnson promised, to the approval of his audience: “We are not about to send 

American boys nine or ten thousand miles away from home to do what Asian boys 

ought to be doing for themselves.”58 Also, American troop withdrawal was the 

essence of Nixon’s ‘Vietnamization’ policy. So, many favored withdrawal – yet there 

was disagreement about the terms and conditions. Likely, several secondary sources 

have relied on each other for this claim. In any event, Bush’s opinion on Vietnam 

from the 1960s was picked up in 1988 to illustrate a certain trait that either qualified 

or disqualified him as future president. 

                                                
54 The most prominent opportunity came when the vote was called for the so-called Cooper-Church 
Amendment.  
55 In the Congressional Record of July 9, 1970, p. 23525, Bush was listed as “Not voting” on the 
motion to table. However, he was also listed as supporting the motion to table: “The Clerk announced 
the following pairs: [...] Mr. Bush for, Mr. Kirwin against.” In effect, this means that Bush opposed 
Cooper-Church in the House.  
56 The difference between a vote “on the table,” meaning there will be a vote, and “to table a vote,” 
which cuts off all debate on the issue until further notice, can be confusing and is at times used in 
political maneuvering. See for some background on the voting history on Cooper-Church; Anonymous 
editor, “How Ford Put the Lid On Cooper-Church,” Time magazine, July 20, 1970, as published on 
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,877067,00.html (last accessed June 14, 2011).  
57 Letter, Bush to Haig, May 11, 1971, Bush, All the Best. George Bush: My Life in Letters and Other 
Writings, 143. 
58 See for the quote, for instance, Johnson’s biographical essay on the University of Virginia’s Miller 
Center website; http://millercenter.org/president/lbjohnson/essays/biography/5 (last accessed June 14, 
2011). 
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From the late 1980s onward, one’s behavior during the 1960s became the 

litmus test for character. After some initial confusion over how to interpret Bush’s 

‘Vietnam-record,’ attention was drawn towards Bush’s vice-presidential running mate 

Dan Quayle. As the first baby-boomer on a national ticket, he was also the first to be 

subjected to the 1960s character test – and nearly failed. As I will demonstrate below, 

the public debates that ensued did not deal so much with the actual history of the 

1960s or the Vietnam War but rather with the perceptions and memories of that 

period. Therefore, these debates are an illustration of how these memories influenced 

perception and judgment in a political landscape polarized by the legacy of Vietnam 

and the 1960s in general.  

 After Quayle’s candidacy was announced, The Wall Street Journal exclaimed: 

“The 1988 election finally has a galvanizing issue – Vietnam. (…) let George Bush 

and Michael Dukakis debate the rightness and wrongness of the war in Vietnam and 

in November let the voters decide who was right and who was wrong.”59 Dan Quayle, 

a 41-year-old, relatively inexperienced senator from Indiana, was named on the Bush 

ticket to appeal to the young conservative vote and represented in Republican rhetoric 

the ‘good sixties.’ Quayle took a hawkish stance on foreign policy and during the 

early 1980s had been associated with the inner circle of then-CIA-Director William 

Casey.60 It became known that Quayle had served in the Indiana National Guard 

during the Vietnam War, a post that greatly reduced the chances of being sent out to 

the war itself. As such positions had long waiting lists, those who successfully 

enrolled in the Guard often came under suspicion of favoritism, making Guard duty to 

some the elitist equivalent of dodging the draft.61 

Quayle, whose ‘baby-faced-appearance’ already complicated his credibility as 

reserve-commander in chief, struggled a few weeks under intense criticism. He 

                                                
59 As quoted in Philip Geyelin, “Sure, Dan Quayle Was Confused About Vietnam,” The Washington 
Post, September 6, 1988, Editorial, A21. 
60 Casey had been instrumental in creating the conditions under which the Iran-contra scandal evolved. 
There are authors who highlight the link between Quayle, Casey, and the influential Executive Board 
of veterans of the OSS, implying a link between Iran-contra and Dan Quayle. See, for instance, John 
Simkin on http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/JFKowenR.htm. However, these allegations border 
too much on conspiracy theory to be persuasive, in my opinion. However, Robert Owen, a crucial 
liaison officer in Oliver North’s Project Democracy in Nicaragua and often described as a ‘true 
believer’ in the contra cause, was a staff member of Senator Quayle up to 1983 when he started 
working for North.  
61 See for a defense of those who dodged the draft Richard Cohen, “Other Casualties from the Vietnam 
War,” The Washington Post, August 26, 1988, Editorial, A21. See for an example of a defense of 
Quayle’s service William Lemmer, letter to the editor “Senator Quayle and the National Guard,” The 
Washington Post, August 25, 1988, Editorial, A26. 
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emphasized that service in the National Guard was an “honorable alternative” and 

pointed out – correctly – that Guardsmen were in fact sent to Vietnam, albeit in much 

smaller numbers then regular draftees.62 Critics asserted that the combination of his 

iron-clad views on foreign policy and the safe haven he sought and found in the 

National Guard during the war made him into what was known as a ‘chicken-hawk’ – 

tough in talk, but ‘chicken’ if one’s personal safety was endangered.63 Others called it 

unfair to make Vietnam and the 1960s the yardstick by which all future leaders should 

be measured, simply because “coming-of-age-behavior” during that decade would 

disqualify a whole generation depending on one’s perspective.64       

In the weeks after the Quayle nomination was made public, the attacks on the 

prospective vice president became sharper. During the Republican Convention CNN’s 

Bernard Shaw bluntly asked Quayle: “Was fear of being killed in Vietnam the reason 

for joining the National Guard?”65 At a meeting in Quayle’s home base Indiana a few 

days after the convention, Ellen Hume of The Wall Street Journal asked Quayle how 

he felt when “people were dying in Vietnam while you were writing press releases.”66 

In response, the crowd started to heckle and boo the reporters, asking them in return, 

for instance, in what branch of the service they had served.67 Adding to the 

polarization was the insinuation that the attacks on Quayle were provoked by the 

same biased ‘liberal press’ that, according to some conservative revisionists of the 

Vietnam War, had played such a significant role in destroying support for the war.  

The sharp attacks on Quayle by the media seemed to be an illustration of 

confusion over the Vietnam legacy itself. In popular memory, newspapers like The 

New York Times had generally been supportive of the anti-war movement and very 

critical of government policy in Vietnam. During the controversy over Quayle’s 

Guard service, columnist Charles Paul Freund detected a reversal of the Vietnam-era 

position of the media in a commentary titled: “The New National Wimp Factor; 
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 August 23, 1988, A16. 
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Post, August 25, 1988, Editorial, A26. 
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Yesterday You Were Guilty If You Served; Now You're Ruined If You Didn't.”68 In 

reality, the perception of the media being biased has been greatly overestimated after 

Vietnam. Media studies indicate that most major news outlets, including The New 

York Times, actually were supportive of the war and even censured critical reports 

until far into the conflict.69 How the public and the media reflected in 1988 on the role 

of news outlets during Vietnam is therefore in itself an illustration of stereotypical 

images and memories created over the years that influence perception and judgment. 

Quayle also received support from tried-and-tested veterans like John McCain, 

the senator from Arizona who spent more than five years as a P.O.W. in a North 

Vietnamese prison. McCain was well aware that most of his colleagues in Congress 

had questionable service records, yet he decided to play a conciliatory role in this 

matter. He claimed that he saw it as his role “to get people to move beyond the hurts 

and the scars of that time (…) There's nothing to be gained by going back over that 

ground.”70 The influential Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW) convention of 1988, held 

in Chicago, also backed Quayle in his decisions to serve in the National Guard. With 

many Guardsmen in their ranks, spokespersons reiterated that service in that branch 

was indeed the honorable alternative Quayle claimed it to be. Chairman Vernon 

Soukup said that the organization applauded Mr. Quayle's service, saying:  “We 

condemn traitors, not those who elected to honorably serve.”71 At the convention, 

where Ronald Reagan had infamously labeled the Vietnam War a ‘noble cause’ 

exactly eight years earlier, Quayle received a standing ovation from the veterans.  

Nominating Quayle as vice-presidential candidate fueled much debate about 

‘his’ generation and the divisive 1960s, even though several national newspapers 

published letters responding to the Guard issue, suggesting that baby boomers did not 

welcome the idea of continuing the generational strife indefinitely.72 Bush and his 

team however kept highlighting the fact that Quayle represented ‘the other’ 1960s – 

the conservative, presumably responsible tranche of that generation. Also at the VFW 
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convention, Bush defended Quayle by saying: “It's true, he didn't go to Vietnam 

because he wasn't called. But here's another truth: He didn't go to Canada and he 

didn't burn his draft card.” Briefly stopping for applause, Bush added: “and he 

damned sure didn't burn the American flag.”73 The remark directly questioned the 

patriotism of those who tried to evade the war, summoning a stereotypical image of 

the counter-cultural draft-dodger.  

Bush’s simplification accentuated the division amongst baby-boomers and 

separated them into morally good and bad groups. But, as E. J. Dionne Jr. wrote in 

The New York Times, most of the Vietnam generation inhabited a “morally ambiguous 

world whose answer to the war was neither a clear yes nor a clear no.”74 In that sense, 

Quayle’s decision to join the National Guard fitted into the same category as someone 

else’s decision to risk freedom and future by objecting, fleeing, or protesting the war. 

The complexities of the sentiments of a whole generation were glossed over for 

political purposes, as columnists and baby-boomers Richard Cohen and Philip 

Geyelin both complained.75  

Bush’s simplification of the generational ‘bad half’ as unpatriotic, flag-

burning draft evaders illustrated to some that it was not only the Vietnam generation 

that was to blame for the divisive climate that haunted the 1988 election. The World 

War Two generation, seen as eager to claim the moral high ground on Vietnam while 

being part of the leadership that started that war, should get over it as well, it was 

thought. One letter-writer from Chevy Chase summed up the central points:  

 

Let's have a generational armistice. Older veterans should remember that 
Vietnam was not World War II. Don't blame the misfortunes of Vietnam 
veterans on people like Dan Quayle. He didn't start the war, and he didn't 
wage it. So what if he had no desire to risk his life in a war his peers hated and 
his elders wouldn't fight to win.76 

 

While Bush, consistently described in the press as “a genuine war hero,” could 

comfort himself with the general narrative on the Second World War as the ‘Good 
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War,’ few of the Vietnam generation recognized or appreciated their service in 

Vietnam as heroic. In the forced attempt to unravel the moral ambiguity of the 

Vietnam era – as initiated by Reagan with his ‘noble cause’ epithet – Bush, who was 

actually uncomfortable with the rhetorical aspects of public life, succeeded in pleasing 

only those who eagerly embraced generational stereotypes. 

 

Reagan’s ‘noble cause’ controversy mostly touched on the foreign policy aspects of a 

perceived ‘Vietnam syndrome.’ Also, the Vietnam War represented a certain 

ideological position in foreign policy that Reagan strongly supported. Bush, in 

contrast, was more a realist in foreign affairs and held a more nuanced view on the 

history of the Vietnam War. To Bush, the important memories of Vietnam were rather 

related to his position on civil rights issues and to his concern about the domestic 

divisions of the 1960s. After first highlighting these divisions during the campaign, 

Bush spoke with a more conciliatory tone in his presidential inaugural speech. Bush 

said: “our great parties have too often been far apart and untrusting of each other. It's 

been this way since Vietnam. That war cleaves us still.”77 As all newly elected 

presidents, he called for bi-partisanship, but framed it within the context of the 

Vietnam War:  

 
But, friends, that war began in earnest a quarter of a century ago, and surely 
the statute of limitation has been reached. This is a fact: The final lesson of 
Vietnam is that no great nation can long afford to be sundered by a memory. A 
new breeze is blowing, and the old bipartisanship must be made new again.78  

 

In fact, by the time of the 1988 presidential election, the Vietnam War had 

become a metaphor for the 1960s and the baby-boom generation, touching on aspects 

like patriotism and morality. One’s actions during the 1960s, and in the Vietnam War 

in particular, had become a litmus test for character. Politicians and the press alike at 

times indulged in stereotypes and exaggerations derived from collective memory and 

at times tried to nuance these images in order to present a more ‘correct’ image of 

history. The memories of the Vietnam War had increasingly became politicized 

memories to be deployed in the ‘culture wars’ and the polarized media landscape.  

                                                
77 “Inaugural Address of George H.W. Bush,” January 20, 1989, as published on Yale’s Avalon Project 
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Although the way Bush remembered the Vietnam War did not seem to have a 

substantial impact on his ideas on foreign policy, he would become the president that 

claimed the biggest success in defeating the memories of Vietnam in international 

affairs after the liberation of Kuwait. As I will demonstrate in the next chapter, Bush’s 

success in that war stemmed in part from his acute awareness of the domestic 

divisions of the Vietnam era and his insistence on preventing a repetition of those 

divisions. In turn, that position from the president allowed the military to apply their 

‘lessons learned’ from Vietnam. Reagan invested much time and effort into correcting 

what he saw as ‘incorrect’ memories of the Vietnam War by employing speeches and 

rhetoric. In contrast to Reagan, Bush would try to amend these memories by giving 

the American people an undisputed victory. Both presidents tried to leave the 

memories of Vietnam behind them. Reagan had declared the ‘Vietnam syndrome’ 

dead after only a few months in office. Only moments after his inauguration, Bush 

stated that the United States could not afford to be “sundered by a memory” of 

Vietnam. As the next chapter will make clear, that memory would have a powerful 

influence on Bush’s presidency nevertheless.  
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7.	  The	  Gulf	  War	  of	  1991	  
 

It is a commonplace to state in American assessments of the Gulf War of 1991 that it 

was the war that defeated the ghosts of the Vietnam War. After an overwhelming 

coalition force drove the Iraqi forces from Kuwait, American newspapers and 

politicians were quick to declare the ‘Vietnam syndrome’ defeated. Most prominently, 

President George Bush enthusiastically exclaimed in an unprepared statement before 

the press: “By God, we’ve kicked the Vietnam syndrome once and for all.” With 

hindsight, commentators were quick to make Grenada, Panama, and all the other 

small engagements since Vietnam into mere rehearsals for the apotheosis in Kuwait.1 

 From a military perspective, the Gulf War of 1991 was the “professional 

military’s revenge for Vietnam.”2 As I will argue, Colin Powell embodied the two 

main institutionalizations of Vietnam memories with the Weinberger doctrine and the 

Goldwater-Nichols Act, and directed a war that was greatly influenced by the legacy 

of that earlier war in several other respects as well. To Bush, for instance, the Gulf 

War presented an opportunity to lay the bad memories of the Vietnam War to rest by 

demonstrating to the armed forces and the American public that he applied all the 

‘right’ lessons. To Powell, those lessons were predominately military, but Bush’s aim 

was to prevent the domestic strife that he remembered most vividly from the Vietnam 

era.  

 The Gulf War was obviously not solely an exercise in altering or erasing bad 

memories. First and foremost, the invasion of Kuwait by the Iraqi dictator Saddam 

Hussein on August 2, 1990 formed a threat to the oil resources vital to the American 

economy, and therefore the national interest, as Iraqi forces not only occupied 

Kuwaiti oil fields but also threatened to move into Saudi Arabia. The security of 

resources in the region had been declared part of U.S. national interest decades earlier 

by Franklin Roosevelt and more recently with the Carter doctrine. Iraqi expansion 

endangered also the balance of power in the Middle East and as a consequence the 

security of Israel as well – also a vital interest that predated the Vietnam era. 

Moreover, the invasion was the first test of international collective security after the 

end of the Cold War. Yet as the emphasis in this dissertation lies on the memories of 

                                                
1 Howard Means, Colin Powell: Soldier/statesman - statesman/soldier (New York: Fine, 1992), 272. 
2  Jim Hoagland as cited in Harry G. Summers, On Strategy II: A Critical Analysis of the Gulf War 
(New York: Random House, 1992), 57. 
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the Vietnam War and their impact on foreign policy, I will analyze the Gulf War of 

1991 predominately within that context.   

From the perspective of the impact that historical analogies have on foreign 

policy, it has been argued that in addition to the Vietnam analogy the Second World 

War played an important part in the Gulf War as well.3 While that may be true, that 

analogy had much less force then the Vietnam memories had. Most importantly, the 

influence of invoking the Second World War was largely limited to the level of easily 

acceptable rhetoric. Comparing Saddam Hussein to Hitler and alluding to the 

deficiencies of appeasement in the wake of aggression from Iraq helped to clearly 

distinguish the good from the bad, demonizing the enemy and making the moral 

dilemma of war more acceptable to those involved. Medhurst argues that the Second 

World War rhetoric was applied to “distract the public from strongly negative 

associations of agents and agencies in Vietnam,” but that argumentation overlooks the 

strong emotional connection that President Bush and others of his generation felt with 

the ‘appeasement logic.’4 Moreover, any attempt to distract from associations with the 

Vietnam War would be doomed to fail. The emotional depth of the Second World 

War and its related rhetoric on appeasement was heartfelt, but that emotion was 

overwhelmingly overshadowed by the memories of the Vietnam War. 

 First and foremost, the Vietnam War had its impact on the military aspects of 

the Gulf War. In the early 1990s, by far the majority of the American high-ranking 

officers had experienced their formative years in Vietnam and advanced their careers 

at a time when the U.S. military explicitly looked for answers to explain the defeat in 

Indochina. One result was that the top military leadership had become very hesitant to 

deploy force or to advocate its use. Prior to the Vietnam War, famous generals like 

Douglas MacArthur, Curtis LeMay, and William Westmoreland could come across as 

eager to flex American military muscle. But as General David Petraeus observed in 

1989, two years after he had finished his PhD-dissertation on the lessons of the 
                                                
3 See, for instance, Martin J. Medhurst, The Rhetorical Presidency of George H. W. Bush (College 
Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2006), 65-75; T. Christopher Jespersen, "Analogies at War: 
Vietnam, the Bush Administration’s War in Iraq, and the Search for a Usable Past," Pacific Historical 
Review 74, no. 3 (2005), 411-426; Jeffrey Record, Making War, Thinking History: Munich, Vietnam, 
and Presidential Uses of Force from Korea to Kosovo (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2002). 
4 Medhurst, The Rhetorical Presidency of George H. W. Bush, 66; Richard A. Melanson, American 
Foreign Policy since the Vietnam War: The Search for Consensus from Richard Nixon to George W. 
Bush (Armonk, N.Y.: Sharpe, 2005), 210. Melanson states that other favorite rhetorical themes such as 
democracy and self-determination were unavailable due to the regional context: undemocratic 
governments were part of the coalition, and self-determination was complicated particularly by the 
Palestinian question. Therefore, appeasement was a logical choice. 
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Vietnam War: “the view of military leaders as aggressive and influential presidential 

advisers on the use of force has been more the premise of political debate than the 

conclusion of rigorous analysis.”5 Particularly in the post-Vietnam era, the military’s 

advocacy of the use of force was rarely the loudest.6 Despite the opportunity that the 

liberation of Kuwait presented to apply on the battlefield the lessons learned from 

Vietnam, Powell and his generals held aggression off as long as possible. As Bush’s 

National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft recalled:  

 

As we moved nearer to the possibility of war, there were several 
incidents which could be interpreted to suggest that at least some 
among our military were less than enthusiastic about the prospect. 
They occurred against the backdrop of the Vietnam conflict. There was 
considerable sentiment that the military had been ordered into Vietnam 
by the civilian leadership and then left holding the bag when the 
political climate shifted.7  

 

Taking the Weinberger principles to heart, Colin Powell designed a plan to 

retake Kuwait with force requirements that, according to Scowcroft, “were so large 

that one could speculate they were set forth by a command hoping their size would 

change [Bush’s] mind about pursuing a military option.”8 Powell did not want to take 

any risks with the first major military campaign since the Vietnam War. Powell stood 

not alone in this cautious approach. The commander of the coalition forces stationed 

in Saudi Arabia, General Norman Schwarzkopf, observed: “I measure everything in 

my life from Vietnam.”9 Together, both generals would advocate restraint at various 

moments before and during the campaign. 

 Yet despite a relatively universal adoption of the Weinberger principles by the 

military leadership, rival lessons of Vietnam still competed with each other within the 

U.S. military. For instance, the Air Force pressed hard for the adoption of a strategy 

based solely on air power. While that option fitted a strategy of limiting casualties, 

                                                
5 David H. Petraeus, "Military Influence and the Post-Vietnam use of Force," Armed Forces and 
Society 15, no. 4 (1989), 490. 
6 Prominent examples here are the feuds between Caspar Weinberger and George Shultz during the 
Reagan years, and Madeleine Albright and Colin Powell during the crises on the Balkans.  
7 George H. W. Bush, A World Transformed, ed. Brent Scowcroft (New York: Knopf, 1998), 418. 
8 Ibid. . 
9 Mark Clodfelter, "Of Demons, Storms, and Thunder," Airpower Journal 5, no. 4 (Winter, 1991), 17. 
unpaged as html text published on 
http://search.epnet.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=aph&an=9604301077 (last accessed June 14, 
2011). 
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and thereby post-Vietnam caution, it matched only the Air Force’s interpretation of 

‘lessons learned from Vietnam’ and failed to convince the rest.10  

To a certain degree, the Air Force’s lessons of Vietnam corresponded with 

other military lessons very well. The ‘discovery’ of the Prussian strategist Carl von 

Clausewitz, whose classic On Strategy was so influential on post-Vietnam military 

thinking in the Army, also had its impact on the Air Force. Particularly the theory of 

the ‘center of gravity’ of an opponent’s force left a distinctive mark on air doctrine in 

the 1980s. According to Clausewitz, the enemy nation’s center of gravity consisted of 

five concentric, strategic rings. Beginning from the center, they were defined as its 

leadership, key production facilities, infrastructure, the civilian population, and a last 

ring of fielded military forces.  

Air Force Colonel John Warden used Clausewitz and his principle of the 

‘center of gravity’ to explain failure and success of the air campaign during the 

Vietnam War in his 1988 National Defense University publication, The Air 

Campaign: Planning for Combat.11 Warden argued that during the Rolling Thunder 

campaign from 1964 to 1968, U.S. air commanders tried to beat the Vietcong 

guerillas by attacking North Vietnam’s second, third, and fourth rings. But since 

North Vietnam’s leadership, support, and infrastructure were not essential to the 

fighting capabilities of the Vietcong, Warden concluded that “Air [power] is of 

marginal value in a fight against self-sustaining guerillas who merge with the 

population.”12 In the later phases of the Vietnam War, the Linebacker operations 

focused on largely the same targets as Rolling Thunder, but now the enemy was far 

more a conventional force directed from North Vietnam. As a result, the Linebacker 

operations contributed significantly to the willingness of the North Vietnamese to sign 

a peace treaty, vindicating, according to Warden, the value of Clausewitz’s principles 

for the future.13  

                                                
10 It was argued by friends and foes alike that the United States no longer accepted a high casualty rate 
after Vietnam. As Saddam Hussein told American ambassador April Glaspie prior to his attack on 
Kuwait: “Yours is a society which cannot accept 10,000 dead in one battle,” referring to the mass 
protests against the Vietnam War that pressured American presidents to withdraw. George Church et 
al. “Saddam’s options,” Time magazine, Jan. 21, 1991, also published on 
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,972182,00.html#ixzz1NS8Htt3N (last accessed 
June 14, 2011). 	  
11 Mark Clodfelter, The Limits of Air Power: The American Bombing of North Vietnam (New York: 
Free Press, 1989), 9-11. 
12 Clodfelter, Of Demons, Storms, and Thunder, 17; John D. Morrocco, "From Vietnam to Desert 
Storm," The Air Force Magazine Online 75, no. 1 (January, 1992). 
13 Clodfelter, Of Demons, Storms, and Thunder, 17. 
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John Warden was one of the key individuals who put together the air 

campaign for Desert Storm. General Michael Dugan referred to Warden’s influence in 

an implicit way when he explained the intended air strategy to journalists: “We are 

looking for centers of gravity where airpower could make a difference early on.”14 

Dugan’s remark testified to another lesson that the Air Force took from Vietnam as 

well. As General James V. Adams, deputy chief of staff for Planning and Operations 

during Desert Storm and Vietnam veteran, said: “gradualism does not work.”15 

During the Vietnam War, operation Rolling Thunder became notorious for its 

intended purpose of applying pressure on North Vietnam with ‘gradual escalation’ 

and ‘tit-for-tat retaliation’ in order not to provoke the Chinese and Soviets to enter the 

conflict. The failure of this approach taught the ‘lesson’ that the application of force 

should be overwhelming, not gradual.  

Another legacy of Rolling Thunder that impacted the air campaign against 

Iraq was the notion of ‘bombing pauses,’ intended to give the North Vietnamese the 

opportunity to return to the negotiation table, yet in effect allowing them to recuperate 

for the next battle.  That memory of how airpower had been used during the Vietnam 

War made Powell declare in the first week of the war against Iraq: “The air part of the 

campaign will last until the whole campaign is over.”16 This time, there would be no 

gradualism or breaks for the enemy. 

 

Part	  lesson,	  part	  myth	  

As I argue throughout this dissertation, many of the ‘lessons learned’ from the 

Vietnam War may carry the aura of objective assessments of past mistakes but 

actually are to a large degree the result of subjective constructions of memory. Some 

‘lessons,’ while clearly leaving an imprint on the decision-making process, interwove 

objective assessments with an emotional subtext that featured an urge to refight the 

lost war or blame others for the loss. In that respect, some ‘lessons’ were more based 

on myths than on facts. Two prominent examples relate to ‘micromanagement’ and 

‘tying the hands of the soldiers.’  

President Johnson’s fear of the possibility that the Vietnam War could escalate 

into a clash with one of the communist superpowers – a fear born in turn out of 

                                                
14 Morrocco, From Vietnam to Desert Storm unpaged as html text.  
15 Ibid. 
16 Clodfelter, Of Demons, Storms, and Thunder, 17. 
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memories of Korea - convinced him that the generals were not be trusted and needed 

close civilian monitoring. This style would later widely be derided as 

‘micromanagement’ by the political leaders as not only Johnson but also Defense 

Secretary Robert McNamara was reluctant to give the military too much of a free 

hand. Again, memories of Korea had their impact on the politicians’ minds as General 

Douglas MacArthur had openly challenged President Truman’s authority and control 

over the Korean War. President Johnson therefore boasted of his level of control over 

the military when he said to reporters: “I won’t let those Air Force generals bomb 

even the smallest outhouse without checking with me.”17 It would become one of 

Johnson’s most often quoted statements and an integral part of the collective memory 

on how Johnson conducted the Vietnam War.18 

Johnson’s and McNamara’s strict control contributed to the failures of 

airpower during the Vietnam War, but the armed forces were to blame as well. Air 

operations were conducted by the Air Force but also by the Navy. Added to that, air 

operations were executed into Laos and later Cambodia under coordination from the 

U.S. Embassies in Saigon and Phnom Penh, which led to four separate air wars in 

South East Asia without much coordination between them, resulting in 

mismanagement and dissipation of resources. As a reaction to this previous lack of 

coordination, one single central commander of the air war, or ‘air boss,’ was created 

during Desert Storm. Lt. General Michael A. Nelson called it “a pretty damn valuable 

lesson from [Vietnam].”19  

The institutional clutter and red tape that had prevented an earlier adoption of 

such a unified control position had been cleared away by the Goldwater-Nichols Act, 

which increased the authority of field commanders. Also, the air commanders of 1991 

took away a lesson from their own perspective as pilots in the 1960s and 1970s. In the 

badly coordinated air wars of Vietnam, they had felt isolated from the overall 

planning process, flying missions without any perspective on the larger context. 

During the Gulf War, they deliberately incorporated the field teams into the planning 

phases, making it, in the words of General Buster Glosson, “as much their plan as it 

was our plan.”20 

                                                
17 Quoted in many places. See, for instance, John Andreas Olsen, Strategic Air Power in Desert Storm 
(Portland, OR: Frank Cass, 2003), 68.  
18 Civilian control loosened considerably later in the Vietnam War.  
19 Morrocco, From Vietnam to Desert Storm.  
20 Ibid.  
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Underneath many of these ‘lessons learned’ lay the fear of civilian micro-

management. But while ‘micromanagement by civilians’ is often blamed for the lack 

of results from the air war in Vietnam, the example above illustrates that its failure 

was equally the result of military leadership. The military’s experience during the 

Vietnam War resulted in what you could call a second credibility gap. The first 

credibility gap is generally defined as the diminishing faith that the press and the 

general public had in politicians and institutions. The second version of it occurred in 

civil-military relations. Many professional soldiers have testified to the wish that 

politicians would ‘let the generals be generals’ or some variation on that theme. 

Powell’s memoir is full of references of that nature, and they are illustrations of a 

widely felt sentiment that the Vietnam War was lost, if not severely hampered, by 

excessive meddling by civilians like Johnson and McNamara. While civilian 

leadership definitely bears blame for the misconduct of the war, using the term 

‘micromanagement’ carries an unbalanced condemnation of civilians and exoneration 

of the military that is the result of revisionist writings and selective remembering.   

Nevertheless, the lesson to ‘never again’ micromanage a war would impact 

post-Vietnam civil-military relations to a large degree, particularly during crises. In 

the 1983, Defense Secretary Caspar Weinberger was already acutely aware of the 

sentiment, intending not to interfere with the generals too much during the Grenada 

invasion.21 Bush shared the same sentiment as it was a generally accepted concept in 

the conservative critique on the Vietnam War. On February 14, 1991, before the land 

war began, Bush commented in his diary on the invasion plan that was presented to 

him that day: “I have not second-guessed; I have not told them what targets to hit; I 

have not told them how much ordinance to use or how much not to use, or what 

weapons to use and not to use. I have learned from Vietnam.” In 1999, Bush added in 

a footnote: “Civilian leaders micromanaged the Vietnam War and second-guessed the 

military leaders.”22 Bush would not repeat the same mistake, he vowed to himself. Yet 

Bush’s war was incomparable to Johnson’s. The fear of escalating the war in Vietnam 

into a larger conflict with the communist superpowers – Johnson’s reason to 

‘micromanage and second-guess’- was irrelevant to Bush after the fall of the Berlin 

                                                
21 See chapter 5, and Caspar W. Weinberger, Fighting for Peace: Seven Critical Years in the Pentagon 
(New York: Warner Books, 1990), 65. 
22 George H. W. Bush, All the Best. George Bush: My Life in Letters and Other Writings (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 2000), 511. 
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Wall. To him, the biggest challenge lay in keeping Israel out of the conflict. It was a 

very real threat but incomparable to Johnson’s situation.  

The reluctance of the military to engage in the Gulf War reassured Bush also 

that the danger of escalation on the part of the commanders was minimal, allowing for 

a more aloof style of war management on the president’s part. While Powell was a 

strong advocate of a ground invasion in his conflicts with the Air Force generals who 

pressed hard for a strategy solely based on air power – according to interviews that 

John Morocco conducted with high level military officials, Powell asked the air 

generals: “What if we don’t win? The nation cannot afford another Vietnam”23 – 

Powell was not eager to start the ground invasion at all. In fact, as Schwarzkopf 

recalled: “At bottom, neither Powell nor I wanted a ground war. We agreed that if the 

United States could get a rapid withdrawal [of Iraqi forces from Kuwait] we would 

urge our leaders to take it.” Those opportunities came foremost from several Soviet 

peace initiatives. Mikhail Gorbachev, attempting to enhance Soviet influence in the 

conflict by playing a negotiating role between Iraq, the United Nations, and the 

United States, presented Bush several times with a peace proposal to end the conflict. 

Schwarzkopf and Powell urged Bush to seriously consider those peace initiatives. As 

Bob Woodward formulated it in his book Shadow, Schwarzkopf and Powell “would 

rather see the Iraqis walk out than be driven out.”24 

 Bush and his advisors in Washington were not inclined to accept the 

proposals, however, and their prime point of reference was also the Vietnam War. A 

few days after January 15, 1991, when the American ultimatum ended and the air 

campaign had begun, Gorbachev called Bush and tried to convince him to stop the air 

campaign. Bush recalled Gorbachev telling him: “A fundamental victory has been 

scored. What is the purpose of further military action?”25 To Bush’s ears, what 

Gorbachev proposed could be called a “bombing pause”: 

 

I saw no evidence that Saddam was willing to comply with the UN 
resolutions, and, besides, he could withdraw in a minute if he wanted; 
we did not need to offer him anything. I had in mind the bombing 
pauses that Johnson and Nixon were pressured into calling during the 

                                                
23 Morrocco, From Vietnam to Desert Storm. Air Force Chief of Staff General Michael Dugan was 
fired over this conflict, tenacious as he was in proving that the Air Force had learned the right lessons 
of Vietnam. 
24 Bob Woodward, Shadow: Five Presidents and the Legacy of Watergate (New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1999), 288. 
25 Bush, A World Transformed, 454. 
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Vietnam War. Instead of bringing peace, they gave the enemy a chance 
to regroup. I was determined not to repeat the mistake.26 

 

Of course, Bush’s rejection of the Soviet peace initiatives was not solely 

informed by memories from the Vietnam War. For one, Saddam Hussein was not a 

character whose word U.S. leaders were inclined to trust. Second, allowing Hussein to 

retreat with his military intact would undoubtedly give him the opportunity to declare 

victory over the United States, which would further destabilize the region and 

endanger American interests. Thirdly, many of the peace proposals included an 

element of ‘linkage’ with the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, making Iraq’s retreat from 

Kuwait a bargaining chip – a proposition that was considered unacceptable. 

In contrast to the sentiment that the generals felt restricted by civilians during 

the Vietnam War, they now experienced an almost opposite situation. Bush and his 

advisors were irritated by Powell and Schwarzkopf’s reluctance to embark on the 

ground war. Brent Scowcroft described the dilemma between the civilians and the 

military on February 3, 1991: “The propensity for our military to push off the date for 

the beginning of the ground war provided opportunities for Iraqi mischief-making and 

Soviet diplomatic initiatives.” The longer they waited to begin the ground invasion, 

the more problematic the situation would become, according to Scowcroft and Bush. 

To them, two weeks of air war “appeared to have accomplished the objectives set for 

it.” However, the memory of ‘civilian micromanagement’ complicated the decision: 

“[The President] did not want to appear to be second-guessing the military experts. 

Still vivid in his mind was the image of Lyndon Johnson during Vietnam, hunched 

over aerial charts selecting individual targets for air strikes.”27  

Related to the concerns about ‘micromanagement’ was the notion, also 

popular among conservative critics of the Vietnam War, that the military had been 

forced to ‘fight with one hand tied behind its back’: they claimed that they could not 

use enough force or that important bombing-targets and the option of a ground 

invasion into North Vietnam were restricted by the civilians, as Ronald Reagan and 

Alexander Haig had argued.28 Again, as a lesson, or myth, the notion of ‘fighting with 

one hand tied’ had a profound impact on the sentiments of military and civilian 

leaders during the Gulf War as well, but as a historical statement, this claim is highly 

                                                
26 Ibid.  
27 Ibid., 466. 
28 See previous chapters in this dissertation.  
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questionable. In fact, in the years from 1965 to 1968, almost all requests for troop 

increases from General Westmoreland were granted. At its peek, the number of U.S. 

troops present in Vietnam was over half a million, while the total tonnage of bombs 

dropped during the war exceeded the tonnage of World War II by a factor of three and 

a half. It is estimated that a 1000 pounds of bombs were dropped for every person in 

Vietnam.29 Those numbers defy to a certain extent the notion that the U.S. military 

fought a war ‘with one hand behind its back.’ Limitations on the military were clearly 

in place during the Vietnam War although it is far from certain that unrestricted 

warfare would have resulted in a more favorable outcome. Colonel Harry Summers 

noted in his assessment of the Gulf War On Strategy II – in which he celebrates the 

victory of his Clausewitzian model proposed in On Strategy, his earlier analysis of the 

mistakes in Vietnam - that all wars are, with good reason, to a certain degree 

restricted.30   

While the notion fulfilled an obvious exonerating function on the part of the 

military, it derived its credibility as a variation on a more conventional critique. 

Reagan complained as early as 1967 that Johnson was not applying America’s “full 

resources” to force a win in Vietnam, but the idea that the U.S. government did not 

fight the Vietnam War with the intention of winning would get documentary proof 

after the publication of The Pentagon Papers in 1971 and Leslie Gelb and Richard 

Betts’s The Irony of Vietnam: The System Worked in 1980. Government documents 

clearly illustrated that successive presidents from Eisenhower to Johnson never 

formulated a clear definition of victory, deciding effectively to continue American 

efforts in Vietnam in the hope that a more favorable situation would present itself in 

the future. They decided upon this policy in large part because popular opinion did 

not favor an American withdrawal from Vietnam before arguably 1968 and in fact, 

was strongly against leaving South Vietnam vulnerable to a communist takeover. The 

presidents rightly feared a backlash in the opinion polls and voting booths if they 

departed from Vietnam prematurely, leading Gelb and Betts to conclude that “the 

system [of democratic rule] worked.”31  

This led many to conclude that the government did not fight to win in Vietnam 

but fought not to lose. The next step in this argumentation, advocated by military 
                                                
29 Marilyn B. Young, The Vietnam Wars, 1945-1990 (New York: HarperCollins, 1991). 
30 Summers, On Strategy II: A Critical Analysis of the Gulf War, 12. 
31 Leslie H. Gelb and Richard K. Betts, The Irony of Vietnam: The System Worked (Washington D.C.: 
Brookings Institution, 1979), 387. 
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revisionists and popularized by conservative politicians like Reagan, was that if the 

government had fought a ‘no-win war,’ they had not ‘allowed the military to win.’ 

This reinterpretation matched relatively easily with Johnson’s boasting remarks on his 

control of the military and well-known images from the White House where he and 

McNamara bent over aerial photographs, presumably handpicking the targets for the 

generals – thus proverbially tying the hands of the commanders.      

Yet despite the questionable historical assertion, it did have a profound effect 

on how both civilians and the military approached the Gulf War of 1991. As 

illustrated above, the military tried to prevent civilian micromanagement and 

restrictions at all costs, but the civilian leaders went a long way as well to assure the 

military and the public that the politicians had ‘learned their lesson.’ In fact, a poll 

conducted in February 1992  illustrates that 79 percent of the respondents agreed with 

the statement that during the Vietnam War the military had been forced to fight ‘with 

one hand behind its back’. A follow-up question tried to measure the impact that 

perception had on the memory of the Vietnam War in general, by asking for an 

estimate of Vietnamese casualties. While there is no consensus among historians 

about Vietnamese deaths, the number is usually seen as over 2 million. Respondents 

in the poll produced an average figure of 100,000, indicating a profound misjudgment 

on the level of destruction imposed by the U.S. military on the Vietnamese.32  

With the perception of tight restrictions on the military during the Vietnam 

War dominant among the public, Bush commented on the issue numerous times 

before, during, and after the war. On November 30, 1990, one day after the UN 

passed Security Council resolution 678 that gave Iraq an ultimatum to withdraw from 

Kuwait before January 15, 1991, Bush publicly remarked on the prospects of a new 

war: 

 

In our country, I know that there are fears about another Vietnam. Let 
me assure you: should military action be required, this will not be 
another Vietnam; this will not be a protracted, drawn-out war (…) I 
want peace, not war. But if there must be war, we will not permit our 
troops to have their hands tied behind their backs, and I pledge to you 
there will not be any murky ending. If one American soldier has to go 
into battle, that soldier will have enough force behind him to win, and 

                                                
32 Conference paper, J. Lewis et al, “The Gulf War: A study of the Media, Public Opinion and Public 
Knowledge,” as published on 
http://ics01.ds.leeds.ac.uk/papers/vp01.cfm?outfit=pmt&requesttimeout=500&folder=30&paper=738.  
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then get out as soon as possible, as soon as the U.N. objectives have 
been achieved.33  

 

The statement contained a reassurance on most of the dominant fears from 

Vietnam; no quagmire, no tied hands, no unclear objectives, no lack of support for the 

military, and no ‘no-win’ war. Whether the interpretations of the Vietnam War were 

historically accurate was irrelevant. The important thing was that all the dominant 

memories of Vietnam were effectively countered.  

But in order to truly overcome the ghosts of Vietnam, Bush needed a decisive 

victory. Obviously, the Gulf War was not fought primarily to reshape the memories of 

the lost war, but these played a substantial part not only in the military planning as 

well as in the eventual decision to go to war. In the three weeks before that decision, 

tensions mounted as Schwarzkopf and Powell continued to recommend reserve, while 

the hawks in Washington pushed for the ground war to begin.34 The wish to free the 

U.S.  from the ‘Vietnam syndrome’ was considered by some to be a prime motivation 

to reject another Soviet peace initiative. Conservative columnists Rowland Evans and 

Robert Novak wrote on February 25, 1991, that a Gorbachev initiative to negotiate an 

Iraqi withdrawal from Kuwait “stirred fears” among Bush's advisers that the Vietnam 

syndrome might survive the Gulf War.35 Bob Woodward claims in Shadows that Bush 

said to Scowcroft, Baker, and Powell: “We have to have a war.”36 On the same day 

that Evans and Novak published their article, Bush confided to his diary:  

 
It seems to me that we may get to a place where we have to choose between 
solidarity at the UN and ending this thing definitively. I am for the latter 

                                                
33 “Excerpts From President's News Conference on Crisis in Gulf,” The New York Times, December 1, 
1990. 
34 Schwarzkopf is very critical in his memoir of those he considered the civilian hawks: “There had to 
be a contingent of hawks in Washington who did not want to stop until we'd punished Saddam. We'd 
been bombing Iraq for more than a month, but that wasn't good enough. These were guys who had seen 
John Wayne in The Green Berets, they'd seen Rambo, they'd seen Patton, and it was very easy for them 
to pound their desks and say, ‘By God, we've got to go in there and kick ass! Got to punish that son of 
a bitch!’ Of course, none of them was going to get shot at. None of them would have to answer to the 
mothers and fathers of dead soldiers and Marines.” H. N. Schwarzkopf, General H. Schwarzkopf: It 
Doesn't Take a Hero, ed. Peter Petre (London: Bantam, 1992), 433. When he accuses Powell of 
pushing him to execute a plan that is “militarily unsound” for “political motives,” Powell explodes in 
anger: “Don’t patronize me with talk about human lives!” To a post-Vietnam general, that accusation 
was all the more sensitive. Ibid., 444. 
35 Robert Novak and Rowland Evans, Inside Report nationally syndicated column, Chicago-Sun Times, 
February 25, 1991, as cited on  http://www.consortiumnews.com/2003/020603a.html (last accessed 
June 14, 2011).  
36 Woodward, Shadow: Five Presidents and the Legacy of Watergate, 285. 
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because our credibility is at stake. We don't want to have another draw, 
another Vietnam, a sloppy ending. I hope we can avoid it.37 
 

The next day, while Kuwait was about to be liberated by Egyptian and Saudi 

troops, Bush again mentioned the Vietnam War at length in his diary: 

 

We're surrounding their armor. We want the Egyptians and the Saudis 
to go into [Kuwait City] first, and I'm thinking, good God, isn't it 
exciting? Isn't it a marvelous thing that this little country will be 
liberated (…) The big news, of course, is this high performance of our 
troops - the wonderful job they've done; the conviction that we're right 
and the others are wrong. We're doing something decent, and we're 
doing something good; and Vietnam will soon be behind us. 38 

 

Bush was genuinely excited about overcoming the legacy of the Vietnam War. He had 

his personal experiences that he recalled: 

 

It's surprising how much I dwell on the end of the Vietnam syndrome. 
I felt the division in the country in the 60s and 70s - I was in Congress. 
I remember speaking at Adelphi, and Yale was turning its back. I 
remember the agony and the ugliness, and now it's together.39  
 

To many of the generals, Vietnam provided instrumental lessons on how, 

when, and why to apply the military might of the United States. To Bush, overcoming 

‘Vietnam’ was an almost spiritual mission. It was not only about not repeating 

mistakes. It was also about the process of healing in the largest sense. After the Gulf 

War, Bush said that the United States showed “an idealism that we Americans 

supposedly had lost.” As he wrote in his diary, the first thing that struck Bush when 

victory was near was that America had again found its “exceptionalist role,” “the 

conviction that we're right and the others are wrong.” A key steppingstone towards 

that recognition was the renewed pride in the military, initiated in the 1980s but 

solidified in the Gulf. As Bush recalled in 1999:     

 

I was (and am) proud of the way our military performed, very proud. 
Many of those who had served in the previous thirty years had been 

                                                
37 Bush, A World Transformed, 482. 
38 Ibid., 483, 484. 
39 Ibid. 484. Bush added to this diary entry in 1999: “There were student demonstrations during a 
commencement speech I gave at Adelphi. At a similar event at Yale, graduates turned their backs on 
the ceremonies awarding degrees. Both incidents disturbed me.” 
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“beaten up” largely because of the way the Vietnam War had been 
fought. A generation of Americans had been acclaimed for refusing to 
serve. Those who did serve often returned home, not to gratitude and 
praise, but to ridicule - even while the draft-dodger and the protester 
were considered by many to be courageous, even heroic. Now this had 
been put to rest and American credibility restored.40  

 

In the days immediately after the liberation of Kuwait, Bush repeatedly 

claimed victory over Iraq and the Vietnam syndrome. On March 1, 1991, he ended a 

meeting with the American Legislative Exchange Council with his now famous 

remark: “By God, we’ve kicked the Vietnam Syndrome once and for all.”41 The 

comment was ad-lib, as his speechwriter Curt Smith stated.42 Three days later, Bush 

gave the Vietnam veterans a welcome home with retroactive effect in a spontaneous 

addition to a prepared speech: 

 

I made a comment right here at this podium the other day about 
shedding the divisions that incurred from the Vietnam War. And I want 
to repeat and say especially to the Vietnam veterans that are here: it is 
long overdue that we kicked the Vietnam syndrome, because many 
veterans from that conflict came back and did not receive the proper 
acclaim that they deserve. When these troops come home, I hope that 
message goes out to those that served this country in the Vietnam War 
that we appreciate their service as well.43 

	  
Yet despite all the rhetoric of healing immediately after the liberation of 

Kuwait, the memories of Vietnam did not lose their force. They did not become any 

less conflicting and contradictory as well. The day after Bush was ecstatic in his diary 

about the pending liberation of Kuwait, he wrote on February 28, 1991: “Still no 

feeling of euphoria. I think I know why it is (…) It hasn't been a clean end - there is 

no battleship Missouri surrender. This is what's missing to make this akin to WWII, to 

separate Kuwait from Korea and Vietnam…”44  Despite  all his public announcements 

                                                
40 Ibid., 486. 
41 George H.W. Bush, “Remarks to the American Legislative Exchange Council,” March 1, 1991, 
Public Papers of the President, George Bush Presidential Library, as posted on its website 
http://bushlibrary.tamu.edu/research/public_papers.php?id=2754&year=1991&month=3 (last accessed 
June 14, 2011). 
42 Bernard von Bothmer, Framing the Sixties: The Use and Abuse of a Decade from Ronald Reagan to 
George W. Bush (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2010), 102. 
43 Ibid. . The theme of the welcome home after the Gulf to be intended for the Vietnam veterans as well 
is also illustrated in the 2005 movie Jarhead, when a drunk Vietnam veteran enters the bus of the 
Marines that tour the main street of their hometown.  
44 Bush, A World Transformed, 487. 
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he would make affirming the burial of Vietnam ghosts, Bush knew already after one 

day that the Gulf War would also be ‘no-win war’ to an important degree. 

However, Bush could not turn it into a ‘win-war’ with a “battleship Missouri 

surrender” because, ironically, Vietnam memories prevented such an outcome. Powell 

insisted on not changing the objectives of the war mid-way through, in accord with 

the Weinberger principles, and there was considerable consensus within the 

administration about not pushing through to Baghdad and pursuing an improvised 

removal of Saddam Hussein.45 Even when the Shi’ites in southern Iraq rebelled 

against Saddam in the wake of his defeat, the United States did not support them with 

more than encouraging words. Active support would be unwise because, as then 

Director of Central Intelligence Robert Gates explained: “Therein lay Vietnam, as far 

as we were concerned.”46  

Nevertheless, Bush tried to capitalize on his claim that he finally beat the 

Vietnam syndrome during the election campaign of 1992, despite his confession to 

himself that the Gulf War lacked a “battleship Missouri surrender.” On January 15, 

1992, he told an audience: “Don’t let the revisionists, don’t let these smart alecks that 

opposed [The Gulf War] from day one come back a year later and try to take it away 

from you (…) it was a clear, solid victory. It reversed the Vietnam syndrome; it gave 

us pride.”47 The comment not only contrasted strongly with Bush’s private remarks. It 

also alluded to the theme of the ‘denied victory’ that had been part and parcel of 

Vietnam revisionism during the 1980s, in effect prolonging that theme into the post-

Gulf-War era where the Vietnam syndrome supposedly ceased to exist.   

 Obviously, as Bush’s remark and the final stages of the Gulf War illustrated, 

the Vietnam syndrome had been beaten only selectively, if at all. To be sure, some 

crucial elements of the public’s memories of Vietnam had been successfully 

addressed. Previous to the war, Bush took these collective memories into account in 

many speeches, assuring the public that this would not be another Vietnam. Indeed, 
                                                
45  Interestingly, 9 out of 10 Americans were unhappy with Saddam still being in power, as a Harris 
Poll illustrated. “Nine in ten Americans unhappy with continued Saddam rule in Iraq,” The Harris Poll, 
May 26, 1991, as published on  http://www.harrisinteractive.com/vault/Harris-Interactive-Poll-
Research-NINE-IN-TEN-AMERICANS-UNHAPPY-WITH-CONTINUED-SADDAM-RULE-IN-
IRAQ-1991-05.pdf (last accessed June 14, 2011). 
46 John Robert Greene, The Presidency of George Bush (Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 
2000), 138.The quote was taken from the second episode of the PBS Frontline series on the Gulf War. 
47 George H.W. Bush, “Remarks to Liberty Mutual Insurance Employees in Dover, N.H.,” January 15, 
1992, Public Papers of the President, George Bush Presidential Library, as posted on its website 
http://bushlibrary.tamu.edu/research/public_papers.php?id=3852&year=1992&month=1  (last accessed 
June 14, 2011). 



 239 

the victory on the battlefield proved to be overwhelming, partly as a result of the 

military’s application of ‘lessons learned.’ According to the most common 

interpretation of the Vietnam syndrome, it included a ‘reluctance on the part of the 

public to support military action.’  

Indeed, narrowly defined in this fashion, the syndrome was beaten, although a 

protracted war would have resulted most likely in less favorable polling data on 

whether the syndrome was beaten. In fact, prior to the ground invasion, a majority 

(80% versus 18%) favored a ground invasion if American casualties were “light,” but 

an invasion was rejected by 68% (as against 30% in favor) in the face of “heavy” 

casualties.48 In Congress, the vote that allowed Bush to use military force against Iraq 

was heavily debated, and some members of Congress were preparing for 

impeachment procedures should Bush chose to use force without Congressional 

consent – which Bush threatened to do.49 But after the war was won, the public 

supported the war, and actually supported a more interventionist foreign policy in the 

next few years. In February of 1993, Humphrey Taylor from The Harris Poll 

concluded, based on recent polling data: “There is little trace of isolationism or the 

‘Vietnam syndrome’ in the public’s current mood.”50  

 

A	  syndrome	  kicked,	  but	  memories	  alive	  and	  kicking	  

Talking about Bush’s decision not to invade Iraq after the liberation of Kuwait, Daniel 

Ellsberg told historian Bernard Bothmer in 2004: “Bush bowed to the Vietnam 

syndrome at the same time that he was describing it as overcome.”51 The same can be 

said about what was now known as the Weinberger-Powell doctrine. While the Gulf 

War illustrated the success of the rules on how to use force, the post-Cold War 

context would harbor challenges on which the tests could hardly apply. Powell was 

                                                
48“Public opposes sending U.S. troops into ground battles if casualties will be ‘heavy’,” The Harris 
Poll, February 17, 1991, as posted on http://www.harrisinteractive.com/vault/Harris-Interactive-Poll-
Research-PUBLIC-OPPOSES-SENDING-US-TROOPS-INTO-GROUND-BATTL-1991-02.pdf (last 
accessed June 14, 2011). 
49 See for an insider’s look into the matter James Lindsay, “TWE Remembers: Congress’s Vote to 
Authorize the Gulf War,” posted on January 12, 2011 on the blog of the Council on Foreign Relations: 
http://blogs.cfr.org/lindsay/2011/01/12/twe-remembers-congress%E2%80%99s-vote-to-authorize-the-
gulf-war/ (last accessed June 14, 2011).   
50 Humphrey Taylor, “Strong public support for activist foreign policies and use of military,” The 
Harris Poll, February 8, 1993, as published on http://www.harrisinteractive.com/vault/Harris-
Interactive-Poll-Research-STRONG-PUBLIC-SUPPORT-FOR-ACTIVIST-FOREIGN-POLICIES-
AND-USE-OF-MILITARY-1993-02.pdf (last accessed June 14, 2011). 
51 Bothmer, Framing the Sixties: The Use and Abuse of a Decade from Ronald Reagan to George W. 
Bush, 106. See Ibid. for more discussion on whether Bush cured the Vietnam syndrome or not.  
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very aware of the limitations of such a test despite the success he had with it in 1991. 

In the winter-issue of Foreign Affairs in 1992, Powell described the challenges that 

the United States faced in the near future. He denounced the imposition of a fixed set 

of rules on the application of violence: “To set one up is dangerous,” he wrote since it 

limited freedom of action and took away from the minds of possible adversaries an 

often helpful ambiguity on United States strategy.52  

 Being free from a limiting set of principles allowed policymakers to react and 

improvise in response to certain political contexts, even though such principles were 

grounded in heart-felt lessons from the Vietnam War. And in last days of the Bush 

presidency, a political context that demanded such flexibility presented itself.  

After the successes of the Gulf, new international challenges emerged, most 

prominently in Somalia and Bosnia. Somalia had been part of Cold War strategy in 

Africa for many years but lost relevance after the implosion of the communist bloc. 

Plagued by civil war and drought for several years, the country showed increasing 

signs of a major humanitarian disaster in the course of 1991. On the Balkans, the 

disintegration of Yugoslavia resulted in ethnic and religious strife. The multi-ethnic 

state of Bosnia-Herzegovina declared itself independent in 1992, yet large parts of its 

territory were also claimed by those who considered themselves Serbs or Croatians 

living inside Bosnia-Herzegovina. A highly complex civil war erupted that brought 

ethnic and religious cleansing and even the concept of concentration camps back into 

the daily news.  

 Bush, as leader of the self-proclaimed New World Order, was pushed to act. 

Public opinion polls showed much discontent with American inaction, while news-

cameras registered the hardships in both crises.53 Bill Clinton, the Democratic 

adversary in the presidential election of 1992, was eager to highlight Bush’s 

hesitation. In early November 1992, Colin Powell presented Bush with a plan for an 

American operation in Somalia called Restore Hope. In contrast with the pre-Gulf 

period, or even earlier that year with regards to Somalia, the Pentagon now displayed 

a previously unseen willingness to engage in the mission.54 A similar readiness was 

very uncommon in the post-Vietnam era. How can this willingness then be explained? 

                                                
52 Colin Powell, "U.S. Forces: Challenges Ahead," Foreign Affairs 71, no. 5 (Winter, 1992), 32-45. 
53 David Halberstam, War in a Time of Peace: Bush, Clinton, and the Generals (New York: Scribner, 
2001), 250. 
54 Ibid., 251. 
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As David Halberstam describes, Powell and Bush’s decision to support the 

Somalia mission was “widely believed in both the top NSC and Pentagon circles [to 

be] Powell’s way of doing something humanitarian but, equally important, of not 

sending troops to Bosnia.”55 The Bosnian conflict was perceived as far more 

dangerous, and moreover, closer to a Vietnam-style quagmire. Also, while Americans 

could pressure the European Union to resolve the Bosnian crisis themselves, in 

Somalia the United States was “apparently the only nation that could end the 

suffering,” as Powell later recalled.56  

That reasoning illustrated the complexity of the Vietnam legacy and its continued 

impact on foreign policy after the Gulf War. Where Bosnia was too much like 

Vietnam, the political context pressured the military into action in Somalia. However, 

Somalia was not unlike Vietnam either, as Brent Scowcroft noted while discussing 

Operation Restore Hope. After Bush embraced the military option that Powell 

presented him, Scowcroft asked ‘the quagmire question’ on the issue of the exit-

strategy that Weinberger and, at an earlier time, Powell held so dear. “Sure, we can 

get in,” Scowcroft said, “But how do we get out?”57 

Bush and Powell had both been noted throughout their careers for their 

pragmatic approach to foreign policy as a counterbalance of the ideological Reagan 

administrations. The whole post-Vietnam military attitude had been against going to 

war for idealistic motives alone, fighting only when the national interest was clearly at 

stake. On the balance of American foreign policy, with isolationist Realism and 

expansionist Idealism on its outer ends, the scale had tipped towards the former in the 

post-Vietnam period. It was also the Realist’s approach that Powell adopted after 

Vietnam. Yet now, after the successes of the Gulf War and the end of the Cold War, 

Powell briefly returned to the idealism with which he had arrived in Vietnam as an 

advisor in 1963.  

In an article outlining future challenges of American foreign policy, Powell 

wrote in indisputably idealistic terms: “America is still the last best hope of earth, and 

we still hold the power and bear the responsibility for its remaining so (…) We are 

obligated to lead.”58 The article was published at the same time Powell proposed the 

plan for operation Restore Hope to Bush. Powell expected an increase in 
                                                
55 Ibid. . 
56 Colin Powell and Joseph E. Persico, My American Journey (New York: Random House, 1995), 564. 
57 Ibid., 565. 
58 Powell, U.S. Forces: Challenges Ahead, 44. 



 242 

peacekeeping and humanitarian missions in regional contingencies. Using 

terminology that he had previously used to deride missions like Lebanon, Powell 

talked about a military “presence” to “signal commitment.”59 Echoing FDR, Powell 

talked about America’s “fourth rendezvous with destiny” after the Cold War.60 

Alluding to a global responsibility that Powell had embraced in his youth, yet 

denounced after Vietnam, he stated:  

 

We can have peace [and] greater prosperity for all. We can strive for 
justice in the world. We can seek to limit the destruction and the 
casualties of war. We can help enslaved people find their freedom. 
This is our fourth rendezvous with destiny: to lead the world at a time 
of immense opportunity – an opportunity never seen in the world 
before.61    
 

In Somalia, Powell expected to save as many as half a million lives, an 

opportunity he did not see in Bosnia without taking unacceptable risks. The old 

lessons from the Vietnam War were taken into account, to be sure, but very 

selectively. The principle of overwhelming force and international support was 

followed, deploying almost 25,000 Americans in a UN-sanctioned mission in 

December 1992. An exit strategy was ensured by setting a time limit to the mission, 

after which American troops should be replaced by UN soldiers. Popular support for 

the mission was drummed up by the media images, which actually represented the 

prime reason for the operation in the first place. However, a key element was lacking; 

the national interest was not in danger. That national interest had to be exchanged for 

humanitarian ideals – a substantial part of American ideology and identity, to be sure, 

but no casus belli.  

The memories of Vietnam influenced the decision to start operation Restore 

Hope in Somalia, albeit in an indirect fashion – Vietnam discredited Bosnia, and a 

revamped American idealism made inaction not an option from a domestic political 

point of view. In that sense, it was not unlike the domestic pressures Kennedy and 

Johnson felt as argued by Gelb and Betts in 1980, when they stated that domestic 

                                                
59 Powell and Persico, My American Journey, 291; Powell, U.S. Forces: Challenges Ahead, 36. 
60 For FDR the previous rendezvous were the American Revolution, the Civil War, and the Second 
World War.  
61 Ibid., 45. 
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attitudes towards communism offered democratically elected leaders few alternatives 

but to stay committed in Vietnam.62  

 At first, the mission in Somalia was seen as a continuation of the successes of 

the Gulf War. As a Harris poll of March 1993 indicated, 57 percent of the American 

public had great confidence in the military as an institution – the highest number since 

1965. In fact, no other institution in America received a higher vote of confidence.63 

However, after the killing of 19 Marines in Mogadishu in early October 1993, 

followed by a quick American retreat from Somalia, that approval number dropped to 

37 percent only a year later, making it the lowest confidence rate ever.64 In an instant, 

Somalia became “Vietnalia” as public opinion quickly steered back to a new, but still 

influential Vietnam syndrome.  

Bush did not defeat the Vietnam Syndrome. At best, Bush defeated a Vietnam 

syndrome – the notion that America could not successfully wage war anymore, 

although that idea existed more in popular imagination than in reality. Bush did 

restore confidence in the military, although confidence rates had been steadily 

climbing since the 1980s. If anything, Bush deliberately addressed certain aspects of 

memories of the Vietnam War during the Gulf War in 1991 with the intention of 

reshaping those memories. He had addressed an emotional, psychological, at times 

even spiritual crisis that haunted Americans after Vietnam, yet that was also part and 

parcel of the national dilemma that American ideals and the notion of exceptionalism 

pose in foreign policy.  

What did change after the Gulf War was the appreciation for the armed forces, 

and American confidence in military and global affairs rose to heights unseen since 

before the Vietnam War. In that respect, the Gulf War was the accumulation of efforts 

to overcome the ghosts of Vietnam that had been initiated by Reagan’s attempts to 

transform the memories of the lost war into something more positive. The military 

success, clearly based on ‘lessons learned’ from both the military and its civilian 

leadership, fueled an invigoration of American idealism, although the complex 

                                                
62 Gelb and Betts, The Irony of Vietnam: The System Worked, 387. 
63 “Confidence in Military Leadership Climbs to Highest,” The Harris Poll, March 1, 1993, as 
published on  http://www.harrisinteractive.com/vault/Harris-Interactive-Poll-Research-CONFIDENCE-
IN-MILITARY-LEADERSHIP-CLIMBS-TO-HIGHES-1993-03.pdf (last accessed June 14, 2011). 
64 “Confidence in Leaders of Institutions Falls to Lowest Level Ever,” The Harris Poll, March 7, 1994, 
as published on http://www.harrisinteractive.com/vault/Harris-Interactive-Poll-Research-
CONFIDENCE-IN-LEADERS-OF-INSTITUTIONS-FALLS-TO-LOWEST-LEVEL-EVER-1994-
03.pdf (last accessed June 14, 2011). 



 244 

situation in Somalia would soon demonstrate that renewed confidence did not result in 

omnipotence. Moreover, as Bush already noted in his diaries, the ending of the Gulf 

War was not the glorious victory he had wished for since Saddam Hussein remained 

in power. Ironically, that fact made Bush’s claim that the ghosts of Vietnam were 

defeated somewhat credible, if only in that particular moment. After all, several years 

later, when his son could finally claim the total victory over Saddam Hussein that his 

father missed, the ensuing chaos in Iraq resurrected those ghosts in powerful fashion.    
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Conclusion	  
 

After the Gulf War of 1991, the memories of the Vietnam War clearly did not 

disappear although the research in this dissertation stops at this point. The goal of this 

dissertation was to critically analyze the legacy of the Vietnam War and the impact 

this legacy had on American foreign policy between 1981 and 1991. Underlying 

questions involved the use of the term ‘the Vietnam syndrome’ and the practice of 

‘lessons learned’ from Vietnam, and both were approached from the perspective of 

the different personal, institutional, and collective memories of the Vietnam War. The 

focus lay on the presidencies of Ronald Reagan and George H.W. Bush – the period 

between the popularization of the term ‘Vietnam syndrome’ and the ‘kicking’ of the 

syndrome after the Gulf War of 1991.  

 I started by analyzing the background of Reagan’s interpretation of the 

Vietnam War and his subsequent underlying ideas about the term ‘Vietnam 

syndrome.’ I argued that the term itself was highly ambiguous and to a large part a 

political construct employed to vilify and create a contrast with Carter’s foreign 

policy and approach towards American exceptionalism. The ambiguity of the term 

became clear early in Reagan’s presidency: first because Reagan declared the 

syndrome dead within a few months as he was under the impression that his rhetorical 

power and renewed patriotism had cured the ‘malaise’ of the Carter years, and second 

because a widespread confusion erupted over Reagan’s policies in Central America 

on what the legacy of the Vietnam War should be. Moreover, Reagan and his advisors 

continuously tried to instruct the American public on the ‘right’ way to remember the 

Vietnam War, which did not result into a more uniform collective memory of that 

period and the lessons it supposedly taught at all.  

The confusion on how to remember Vietnam placed the administration at odds 

with the public and Congress but also divided Reagan officials. Some tried to prevent 

another Vietnam by advocating restraint, while others embraced the opportunity to 

refight the lost war on more favorable terms in El Salvador or Nicaragua. One of the 

results of this confusion was the Iran-contra affair, which was motivated to a large 

degree by the memories of the Vietnam War and had a stifling effect on Reagan’s 

foreign policy in Central America and damaged his presidency in general - although 

Reagan’s successes at the end of the Cold War seem largely untouched by the scandal 

that potentially could have had him impeached.  
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Ambiguity on the right way to remember the Vietnam War also existed on an 

institutional level, within the United States Armed Forces. A majority learned that the 

right lesson of Vietnam was that the type of warfare applied in Vietnam should be 

avoided altogether and advocated a return to essentially conventional warfare. Others 

tried to preserve some lessons in counterinsurgency, for instance, to apply them in 

Central America, but the bad memories of guerilla warfare in Vietnam almost ensured 

counterinsurgency’s complete removal from training manuals and programs in the 

early 1980s. The institutionalized lessons for the armed forces were unofficially 

adopted by Defense Secretary Caspar Weinberger with his rules on the use of military 

force and officially adopted in the Goldwater-Nichols Act that attempted to overcome 

the inter-service rivalry that had hampered the effort in Vietnam. The first military 

leader to fully benefit from these institutional changes was Colin Powell. As chairman 

of the Joint Chiefs of Staff he directed the military effort in the Gulf War of 1991 and, 

together with President George H.W. Bush, ensured that the memories of the Vietnam 

War were attended to.  

Based on the research in the previous chapters, three main conclusions can be 

drawn. The first is that the term ‘Vietnam syndrome’ is often misapplied or 

incompletely understood in much of the current literature. Although it is often 

acknowledged that the term is ambiguous and the sentiment it reflects elusive, it is 

rarely acknowledged that the term is to a very high degree a political construct 

popularized by Ronald Reagan during the 1980 presidential election.  Also, as Reagan 

tried to deploy the legacy of the Vietnam War to his own advantage in political 

rhetoric, he encountered alternative versions of the Vietnam War that frustrated his 

policy goals. Due to his personal interpretation of the Vietnam War, which was firmly 

based on the experiences of the Second World War and the Korean War, Reagan 

failed to grasp the depth of the emotions that he had evoked with his historical 

references.  

With these rhetorical references, Reagan had created a double-edged sword: 

on the one hand, he had established a popular way of deriding those who opposed - or 

were cautious to support by any means - the resurgence of American power abroad - a 

theme that generated strong support among (neo) conservatives. The medical 

connotation of the term ‘syndrome’ also implied a malfunction, an anomaly induced 

by the Vietnam experience that needed to be cured. However, on the other hand, 

many people who were cautious about taking up military responsibilities abroad based 
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their opinion on their recent memories of the Vietnam War. The presence alone of the 

word ‘Vietnam’ in Reagan’s references reminded people of a period that they 

interpreted as illustrating the limits of American power or the inapplicability of 

American values and ideologies in remote countries or as negating a Manichean 

perception of communism. As a result, the rhetorical use of the term ‘Vietnam 

syndrome’ incited support for a more powerful stance in foreign policy to some but at 

the same time convinced others of the wisdom of a more cautious approach. These 

complicating factors related to the ‘Vietnam syndrome’ are rarely acknowledged. In 

fact, the term is often used to describe the legacy of the Vietnam War on foreign 

policy in general, yet using the term in such a broad context understates the multitude 

of effects that the Vietnam War had on the international relations of the United States.  

From this observation on the term ‘Vietnam syndrome’ follows the second 

main conclusion of this dissertation: To gain a fuller understanding of the impact that 

the Vietnam War had on American foreign policy, the dynamics of memory should be 

taken into account. Awareness of the interaction between personal, institutional, and 

collective memories of ‘Vietnam’ allows for a more dynamic understanding than does 

a singular focus on the ‘Vietnam syndrome.’ For instance, whereas the term ‘Vietnam 

syndrome’ points only to a restraining influence on foreign policy, the memories of 

the Vietnam War certainly had a catalyzing effect as well. This effect is demonstrated 

in particular by Alexander Haig’s approach towards El Salvador and also by the 

motivations of those involved in the Iran-contra scandal. Moreover, one military 

reaction to the Vietnam War entailed an emphasis on deploying overwhelming force 

instead of restraining military power. 

The armed forces are a good example of how the dynamics of memory result 

in a much broader acknowledgement of the impact of the Vietnam War. For instance, 

overwhelming force was advocated in tandem with restraint – as the Weinberger 

principles state that military force should be applied only as a last resort. Also, one 

vital memory seemed to indicate that ‘Vietnam-style’ wars should be avoided 

altogether, and military doctrine returned to pre-Vietnam conventional tactics. In that 

process, the memories of counterinsurgency during the Vietnam War were 

deliberately forgotten or ignored. However, experience with counterinsurgency in 

Vietnam qualified as a positive asset in classified memoranda on Central America, 

while on a more overt level advocates of counterinsurgency like Waghelstein 

expressed frustration over the lack of training and funding in Low Intensity Conflicts.  
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Whereas the term ‘Vietnam syndrome’ often implies a stark division between 

the administration, on the one hand, and Congress and the American public, on the 

other, the context of memory demonstrates more clearly the internal divisions and 

contrasting positions on what the Vietnam War supposedly taught. Just as within the 

armed forces, internal divisions existed within Congress, the media, the American 

public, and the executive branch on how to ‘correctly’ remember the Vietnam War. 

These memories also defy classification into one of the more rigid categories in 

foreign policy like expansionism versus isolationism or realism versus idealism. To 

those who considered ‘Vietnam’ an example of American hubris, the lessons would 

often be phrased along isolationist lines. In contrast, to those who saw ‘Vietnam’ as 

an exponent of American exceptionalism and a noble cause, the lessons could support 

an expansionist policy as well. Also, the ‘lessons learned’ based on memories of the 

Vietnam War defy a division between realists and idealists. As Central American 

policies illustrate in particular, to some, the memories of the Vietnam War reinforced 

their conviction that American values should be exported, validating an 

interventionist foreign policy based on ideals. Yet self-described realists such as 

Alexander Haig and Robert McFarlane classified overcoming the bad experience of 

the Vietnam War as an essential part of the national interest, which validated an 

equally interventionist – or activist – foreign policy as idealists advocated.1 In 

contrast, a self-described idealistic ‘Reaganaut’ such as Caspar Weinberger had a very 

strict and limiting definition on what constituted as ‘the national interest’ based on his 

interpretations of the Vietnam War and consistently advocated restraint instead of 

activism. 

A third main conclusion can be reached on the practice of ‘lessons learned.’ 

Just as with the legacy of the Vietnam War in general, ‘lessons learned’ should be 

conceived within the framework of memory. These ‘lessons’ often attain an aura of 

objectivity that influences both the audience that is supposed to be convinced by the 

logic of the lesson, as well as the person who puts the lesson forward. However, as the 

memories of the Vietnam War illustrate, these ‘lessons learned’ are to a high degree 

the result of subjective constructions based on personal, institutional, and/or collective 

memories. It is important to note that this lack of objectivity renders these ‘lessons’ 
                                                
1 Although Haig and McFarlane considered themselves realists and exponents of Kissinger, one could 
debate whether their policies and their interpretation of realism could be classified as a realist foreign 
policy. However, that falls outside the scope of this research although the legacy of the Vietnam War 
probably plays a part in the somewhat confusing interpretations of Haig and McFarlane of realism.  
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obsolete. They are often applied within a context that is subject to the memories of the 

Vietnam War itself as well. For instance, Bush’s interaction with the military leaders 

during the Gulf War may be based on a subjective idea that the generals were not 

‘allowed to win’ the Vietnam War, which does not correspond with the interpretation 

of most historians of the Vietnam War. However, as the idea was present not only in 

Bush’s mind, but also in those of the generals and much of the public, it contained 

considerable power and even had he not believed in the idea himself, Bush would 

have had to take the notion of the generals not being ‘allowed’ to win in Vietnam into 

account. As long as the subjective ‘lesson’ also resonates with a majority of those 

involved, the ‘lesson’ makes sense to be applied. However, if a large group disagrees 

with the ‘lesson’ and disputes its logic or ‘objectivity,’ a disagreement over policy can 

ensue – as Ronald Reagan experienced numerous times with regard to Central 

America. To better understand the power of so-called ‘lessons learned’ in a particular 

place and time, and to critically assess their suggested objectivity and teleological 

implications, we must take into account the subjective context of memory. 

In addition to these three main conclusions, several more general overarching 

themes can be observed based on the time-frame that this dissertation describes. 

During the 1980s, the Vietnam War and its legacy were hotly debated but also slowly 

transformed from an historical event into abstractions like ‘lessons,’ myths, 

metaphors, and analogies. That trend would continue into the 1990s and 2000s. In a 

broader sense, the 1960s in general were subject to the same process and as a result 

became a fundamental part of the political polarization of the 1980s. A certain 

interpretation of the 1960s, or the Vietnam War specifically, could be used and 

misused to characterize whole groups like ‘journalists’ or ‘liberals’ and became a 

metaphor for character or political position. The divisions in American society that 

surfaced during the 1960s were fought out on a political and cultural stage during the 

1980s, and the Vietnam War played a prominent part in those debates.  Just like the 

analogies with the Vietnam War, references to historical episodes of the 1960s were 

often not the result of objective assessments of the historical record but the result of 

an interaction between personal, institutional, and collective memories of that past. 

Another broad observation that can be made concerns the aforementioned 

political polarization. With the 1960s and the Vietnam War used as political 

metaphors, the decade became also a touchstone for concepts like patriotism and 

national identity. These concepts touched on domestic issues but were obviously also 
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related to foreign policy and America’s role in a global context. The memories of the 

Vietnam War intrinsically linked domestic and foreign issues as they were 

increasingly viewed as signposts for what was, or should be, essentially American.     

Viewed from that broad perspective, the memories of the Vietnam War will 

remain part of American society for decades to come. The Vietnam War is undeniably 

a fundamental part of the American historical experience although vital elements of 

the war are not easily incorporated into a national narrative that often tends to 

highlight success or the inevitable victory of freedom and democracy. In order to 

understand and remember the Vietnam War more comfortably within such a preferred 

narrative, a process of negotiation between different fields of memory continuously 

occurs. As happened from the 1980s onward, and arguably already when the Vietnam 

War was still going on, political, social, and cultural forces exert their influence on 

how the Vietnam War is remembered and subsequently how these memories 

influence current events.     

As I quoted Robert Schulzinger in the introduction: “All wars leave their mark 

on memory, and these memories of war have had, in turn, a disproportionate effect on 

later ideas, beliefs, and emotions.” In that sense, all wars are also a derivative of the 

dynamics of memory. These memories provide the mental framework, the ideologies, 

and the lessons for the next war. In some cases, they can even be a prime impetus to 

go to war or determine how a war is fought.  In that more limited, more practical 

sense, the memories of the Vietnam War will inevitably lose some of their 

persuasiveness although the process will take more time than politicians would like.  

Reagan, after only four months in office, tried to declare that the impact of the 

Vietnam War had been nullified. George H.W. Bush tried the same after the Gulf War 

in 1991. Yet the ‘ghosts of Vietnam’ continued to be present in American foreign 

policy. During the crises of the Balkan in the 1990s, Secretary of State Madeleine 

Albright – a self-described “child of Munich”- clashed with National Security 

Advisor Anthony Lake, who had worked at the State Department under Kissinger 

during the Vietnam War and tried to impose his ‘lessons learned’ on foreign policy 

two decades later. After the invasion of Iraq in 2003 under George W. Bush, renewed 

debates on ‘another Vietnam’ erupted. Misleading analogies were drawn, while some 

of the military successes were attributed to the notion that the armed forces had 

applied the ‘right’ lessons of Vietnam in Iraq. Also, many of the leading 

neoconservatives in George W. Bush’s cabinet had their formative experiences during 
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the period of the Vietnam War, which linked the 2003 invasion of Iraq in similar ways 

to the Vietnam War as Central America had been an extension of Vietnam: as an 

opportunity to ‘refight’ the lost war and ‘revalidate’ America’s ideological position in 

the world.2   

President Obama has said: “I am probably the first president who is young 

enough that the Vietnam War wasn’t at the core of my development…so I grew up 

with none of the baggage that arose out of the dispute of the Vietnam War.”3 That 

may be true from the limited perspective of age, but the nation he leads is not yet 

‘post-Vietnam.’ For instance, his new CIA-Director David Petraeus, the successful 

general, wrote a dissertation in 1987 on the military lessons of the Vietnam War. That 

fact alone gained him status as a leader during the counterinsurgency war in Iraq and 

testifies to the ongoing influence of the ‘lessons learned’ by a generation of soldiers 

who did not fight in Vietnam themselves. Also, as Obama faced challenges in 

Afghanistan and the Middle East during the ‘Arabian Spring’ of 2011, words like 

‘quagmire’ and ‘Obama’s Vietnam’ were used to describe the international situation.4 

However, these current references to the Vietnam War can hardly be placed on 

the same level of influence that similar references had in the 1980s. The memories of 

the Vietnam War, and its associated idiom, have become part and parcel of American 

culture and society and therefore will always be available as metaphors, analogies, or 

other tools to attribute meaning to current events. Yet the dominating influence that 

the memories of the Vietnam War had during the 1980s has slowly diminished 

somewhat. Reluctance by the American public to support foreign wars is not 

something that occurred only after the Vietnam War as isolationist tendencies prior to 

both World Wars clearly illustrate. This reluctance became highlighted and 

aggravated by the Vietnam experience with its lingering ‘Vietnam syndrome,’ but it 

                                                
2 In this context, it is often noted that many of the mid-level officials during the Central American 
crises had reached top-level status in the government of George W. Bush. James Mann, Rise of the 
Vulcans: The History of Bush's War Cabinet (New York: Viking, 2004); Bob Woodward, Plan of 
Attack (New York etc.: Simon & Schuster, 2004); Bob Woodward, State of Denial (New York, NY 
etc.: Simon & Schuster, 2006); Greg Grandin, Empire's Workshop: Latin America, the United States, 
and the Rise of the New Imperialism (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2006), 170-180.  
3 Bob Woodward , Obama's Wars (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2010), 377. 
4 Ibid., 112, 157 Peter Baker, “Could Afghanistan Become Obama’s Vietnam?,” The New York Times, 
August 22, 2009, as published on http://www.nytimes.com/2009/08/23/weekinreview/23baker.html 
(last accessed June 14, 2011);  John Barry, “Obama’s Vietnam,” Newsweek Magazine, January 30, 
2009, as published on http://www.thedailybeast.com/newsweek/2009/01/30/obama-s-vietnam.html 
(last accessed June 14, 2011); Dov S. Zakheim, “Headfirst into the Libyan Quagmire,” The National 
Interest, April 14, 2011, as published on http://nationalinterest.org/commentary/headfirst-the-libyan-
quagmire-5155 (last accessed June 14, 2011).  
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existed before and will continue to exist in the future. The context within which 

debates over foreign policy are framed will evoke to a certain extent collective 

memories of Vietnam in the future, but as the personal memories of those in leading 

positions diminish, so will the impact these memories can have on foreign policy.   

A final note can be said about the uses of history by policymakers in general. 

It is often claimed that politicians will employ historical references largely for 

rhetorical purposes. That may be true, but that perspective devalues the impact that 

emotionally charged memories that are associated with those historical references can 

have. After all, it is not only the politicians’ audience that is sensitive to those 

emotional memories, but the politicians themselves are subject to them as well. 

Reagan may have used the term ‘Vietnam syndrome’ with largely rhetorical 

intentions, but his own heartfelt concerns about what he remembered as the damaging 

aftereffects of the Vietnam War should not be discarded. Bush may have thought it 

was prudent to refer to Saddam Hussein as a new Hitler and repeat to the American 

public that he would avoid another Vietnam, but these historical memories were also 

present within his own mind, making them impossible for him to ignore as well. Some 

historical analogies may be solely used as rhetorical devices, but others carry so much 

power that they force themselves upon policymakers, institutions, and the general 

public alike. These analogies or memories – subjective, constructed, and historically 

incorrect as they may be - carry substantial weight and contribute considerably to a 

certain worldview, ideology, or other mental framework that drives policies in both 

war and peace. 

As with all dissertations, this research has been limited in time and scope, 

addressing some fascinating issues that are worth investigating in more depth 

elsewhere. One obvious suggestion for further research would be to analyze the 

dynamics of memories of the Vietnam War in the period after the Gulf War of 1991. 

As is clear to anyone following the news, historical analogies with Vietnam War 

continue to be part of the discourse on American foreign policy to this day, but to 

what degree do these analogies, or memories, still influence actual decision-making? 

It is likely that the further the Vietnam War recedes into the past, the more these 

references become part of a general cultural framework with less emotional power. 

Also, to what degree are these memories amended and adjusted as a result of new 

historical experiences? For instance, after the 2003 invasion of Iraq and the 

subsequent ousting of Saddam Hussein, the aspects of nation-building in Vietnam 
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were more clearly remembered than before due to contemporary interest in Iraq. After 

the Balkans, the terrorist attacks of 9/11, and the Iraq and Afghanistan wars, which 

new meanings are attached to the memories of Vietnam, and how do they influence 

foreign policy? Although interesting research has been done on the legacy of Vietnam 

in Iraq, it would be useful to look at the evolution of these memories in the 1990s and 

2000s from a broader historical perspective.  

As this dissertation has focused largely on the dynamics of memory within 

two administrations, Congress, the media, and the United States Armed Forces, 

another suggestion would be to focus singularly on the lessons that the State 

Department remembered and forgot. Although the practice of ‘lessons learned’ has 

been more prominent in the United States military, and the State Department as an 

institution seemed much less inclined to refight the war or exonerate itself from the 

defeat in Vietnam, the experiences from the 1960s and 1970s have left a mark on 

American diplomats as well. This aspect has only briefly been discussed in this 

dissertation when a group of diplomatic ideologues exerted their influence on Central 

American policies, but more research on the dynamics of Vietnam-related memories 

in the field of diplomacy can be a welcome addition to the existing literature. A more 

international approach – how did the memories of Vietnam affect foreign diplomats in 

their perceptions of and responses to the United States? – can be taken into account as 

well.  

A final suggestion would be to look more closely at the transformation from 

history to memory, to lessons, and to myths. Such research would probably entail a 

more cultural approach, as the responses to Vietnam in popular culture affected the 

memories of policymakers as well. The genealogy of certain themes that surface in 

this dissertation, like the ‘no-win war,’ the ‘correct’ relation between civilians and 

soldiers after Vietnam, or the reluctance of the American public to support foreign 

wars in a broader context can be developed more fully in such a political-cultural 

approach. Such an approach could also include the insights from political psychology 

and sociology, addressing concepts of identity in relation to healing and overcoming 

the trauma of the Vietnam War on an individual, institutional, and collective scale.  

Despite the often expressed wish, the Vietnam War is not over. It lives on in 

the minds of those who experienced the period as well as in the minds of their 

children and grand-children. It even lives on in those who have only learned about it 

through academic sources or reflections in popular media. The memories of the war 
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are locked in American culture and identity, yet they are anything but static. New 

meanings will continuously be attached to those memories, and just like history itself, 

they will be subject to changing interpretations as time goes by. However, as 

generations pass, the attached emotions will fade and with them the rhetorical power 

and persuasiveness of the historical analogies associated with the Vietnam War, until 

new wars will provide new analogies and memories.  
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