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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 
University Press, 2000), 58. 



 151 

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  

                                                
15 David Hunt, "Dirty Wars: Counterinsurgency in Vietnam and Today," Politics & Society 38, no. 1 
(2010), 35-66; John A. Nagl, Learning to Eat Soup with a Knife: Counterinsurgency Lessons from 
Malaya and Vietnam (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005); Andrew F. Krepinevich, The Army 
and Vietnam (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986); Sir Robert Thompson, Defeating 
Communist Insurgency: The Lessons of Malaya and Vietnam (New York: Praeger, 1966), 171. 
16 Crane, Avoiding Vietnam: The U.S. Army's Response to Defeat in Southeast Asia, 9. 
17 Herring, “Preparing Not to Refight the Last War,” in: Neu, After Vietnam: Legacies of a Lost War, 
69. 
18 Crane, Avoiding Vietnam: The U.S. Army's Response to Defeat in Southeast Asia, 8; Harry G. 
Summers, On Strategy: A Critical Analysis of the Vietnam War (Novato, CA: Presidio Press, 1982), 
225. 
19  See, for instance, Douglas Kinnard, The War Managers (New Jersey: Avery, 1985), 216; Palmer, 
The 25-Year War: America's Military Role in Vietnam; Ulysses S. Grant Sharp, Strategy for Defeat: 
Vietnam in Retrospect (San Rafael, CA: Presidio Press, 1979). See for two contemporary articles 
discussing the historiographical trends George C. Herring, "American Strategy in Vietnam: The 
Postwar Debate," The Journal of Military History 46, no. 2 (1982), 57; George C. Herring, "America 
and Vietnam: The Debate Continues," American Historical Review 92, no. 2 (1987), 350. 
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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 

                                                
20 Crane, Avoiding Vietnam: The U.S. Army's Response to Defeat in Southeast Asia, 10. In a footnote,  
Crane refers to Merle L Pribbenow, Victory in Vietnam, The Military History institute of Vietnam, 
(Lawrence, University Press of Kansas, 2002). There it is stated that the People’s Army of Vietnam 
claims in their national history of the war that they have never lost a battle as well. As Crane remarks, 
if two warring parties claim that they never lost a battle, something is wrong. The answer lies in the rest 
of Summers’ conversation with the Vietnamese officer, not published in his On Strategy. In Vietnam 
Magazine, created by Summers in 1988, he conducted an interview in which he recalled the rest of the 
conversation. After Summers makes his claim, the Vietnamese thinks a moment and then says: “That 
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, 
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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 
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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. 
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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 
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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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 166 

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). 
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1983, as published on the website of the Federation of American Scientists, 
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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 
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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). 



 168 

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 
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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.  
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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 
Gingrich, October 26, 1983, folder “181858 [3 of 4],” Box SP 818 “Grenada/Lebanon 10/27/83,” 
WHORM: Subject File, Ronald Reagan Library. 
67 Ibidem. 
68 Ibidem. 
69 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, 
http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/speeches/1983/102783b.htm (last accessed June 14, 2011). 
75 Ibidem. 
76 Frances FitzGerald, Fire in the Lake: The Vietnamese and the Americans in Vietnam (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1973), 5-10; Robert S. McNamara and Brian VanDeMark , In Retrospect: The Tragedy 
and Lessons of Vietnam (New York: Times Books, 1995), 321-323.  
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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, 
http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/speeches/1983/102783b.htm (last accessed June 14, 2011). 
78 Memo Duberstein to Meese (etc) plus draft Newt Gingrich, October 26, 1983. 
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mark on more important regions like Europe (Poland) and the Middle East. Despite the fact that 
Reagan nowadays is praised as the man responsible for ending the Cold War, his missile-reductions 
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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 

                                                                                                                                       
and disarmament summits with Gorbachev were disapproved of at the time by the idealists. See for a 
contemporary assessment of arms reduction Jerry Wayne Sanders, Peddlers of Crisis: The Committee 
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80 Memo Duberstein to Meese (etc) plus draft Newt Gingrich, October 26, 1983. 
81 Caspar W. Weinberger, Fighting for Peace: Seven Critical Years in the Pentagon (New York: 
Warner Books, 1990), 9. 
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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  

                                                
82 George P. Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph: My Years as Secretary of State (New York: Scribner, 
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84 Ibid., 115. 
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Reagan voters agreed (against 38 percent who disagreed) with statement that the media “pry too much 
into many things” and that the government was right to “put them in their place” by denying access to 
Grenada, while for Carter voters the figures were 31percent in agreement versus 65 percent who 
disagreed. “Americans say reporters should have been allowed in Grenada,” The Harris Survey, 
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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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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. 
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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.   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




