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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).  
2 Mike Wallace et al., eds., Mickey Mouse History and Other Essays on American Memory 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1996), 249-268. 
3 See for good histories on Reagan that do not focus on the nature of his use of the Vietnam War James 
T. Patterson, Restless Giant: The United States from Watergate to Bush v. Gore (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2005); Garry Wills, Reagan's America: Innocents at Home (Garden City, N.Y.: 
Doubleday, 1987); James Mann , The Rebellion of Ronald Reagan: A History of the End of the Cold 
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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 
War 
(New York: Carroll & Graf, 2001); John F. Guilmartin, Jr. A very Short War: The 'Mayaguez' and the 
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 
Workshop: Latin America, the United States, and the Rise of the New Imperialism (New York: 
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).  
16 Ronald Reagan, Ronald Reagan: An American Life. the Autobiography of Ronald Reagan. (New 
York: Simon and Schuster, 1990), 133. 



 44 

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. 
19 John Herbers, “Reagan Greeted on Capitol Hill,” The New York Times, March 11, 1967 p. 13. 
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  

                                                
21 The notions of ‘triumphalism’ and ‘victory culture’ are common in describing the post-World War 
Two, pre-Vietnam attitude in the United States. It is also oft-noted in the perception of many American 
soldiers prior to their departure for the Vietnam War. Christian G. Appy, Patriots: The Vietnam War 
Remembered from all Sides (New York: Viking, 2003); George C. Herring, America's Longest War: 
The United States and Vietnam, 1950 - 1975, 4th ed. (Boston: McGraw-Hill, 2002); Tom Engelhardt, 
The End of Victory Culture: Cold War, America, and the Disillusioning of a Nation (Amherst: 
University of Massachusetts Press, 2007).  
22 Sean Wilentz, The Age of Reagan: A History, 1974-2008 (New York: HarperCollins, 2008), 22; 
Haynes Bonner Johnson, Sleepwalking through History: America in the Reagan Years (New York: 
Doubleday, 1992), 79. 
23  Mann, The Rebellion of Ronald Reagan: A History of the End of the Cold War, 16. The quote is 
taken from a 2004 interview that Mann had with Reagan’s first National Security Advisor Richard V. 
Allen, but also published in Richard Reeves, President Reagan: The Triumph of Imagination (New 
York: Simon and Schuster, 2005), 134.  
24 While popular memory suggests that Chamberlain was just naïve to trust Hitler, the settlement at 
Munich occurred within a particular historical context not taken into account by politicians (mis)using 
the analogy.  See for a critical approach towards the available options at the Munich conference J. L. 
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 
scholars on appeasement and a description of the historical context in which it occurred, see A. J. P. 
Taylor, The Origins of the Second World War (New York: Atheneum, 1962); Martin Gilbert and 
Richard Gott, The Appeasers (London: Phoenix Press, 2000). 
25 See for instance Ernest R. May, "Lessons" of the Past: The Use and Misuse of History in American 
Foreign Policy (London: Oxford University Press, 1975); Richard E. Neustadt and Ernest R. May, 
Thinking in Time: The Uses of History for Decision-Makers (New York: Free Press, 1986), 329; Yuen 
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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 

                                                                                                                                       
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). 
26 Leo Litwak, “The Ronald Reagan Story,” The New York Times, November 14, 1965.   
27 Engelhardt, The End of Victory Culture: Cold War, America, and the Disillusioning of a Nation, 11 
28 Mann, The Rebellion of Ronald Reagan: A History of the End of the Cold War, 150. “The Speech” 
was the touchstone for every speechwriter working for Reagan throughout his career. See Peggy 
Noonan, What I Saw at the Revolution: A Political Life in the Reagan Era (New York: Random House, 
2003); David Gergen, Eyewitness to Power. the Essence of Leadership: Nixon to Clinton (New York: 
Simon & Schuster, 2000).  
29 See for the full text of “The Speech”/ “A Time For Choosing” the publication at the Reagan Library 
website; http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/reference/timechoosing.html (last accessed 14 June, 
2011).  
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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. 
31 Anonymous reporter, “80% in Poll Say Reagan Does Good Job,” The New York Times, September 
12, 1967, p. 38. 
  



 48 

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.    
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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, 
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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 
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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 
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Brace & Co., 1999).  
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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.  
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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. 



 55 

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. 
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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 
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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 
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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 
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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).  
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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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