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M E S S A G E  F R O M 
T H E  D I R E C T O R



It is my real pleasure to welcome you, readers, to the eleventh volume of the 
Undergraduate Journal of American Studies at the University of Toronto. As 
usual, the articles in this volume cover a wide variety of topics and articu-
late a wide variety of perspectives. But it is perhaps appropriate, in a year in 
which Donald Trump was elected President of the U.S., that many of the 
articles in these pages centre on big and important questions of politics and 
political history—of F.D.R. and Kennedy, of the Cold War and the Iraq War.

I want, especially, to thank and congratulate both the individual con-
tributors and the editorial team who assembled the various contributions 
into a coherent whole. Writing well is not easy, but it is both important and 
deeply satisfying. To paraphrase Alexis de Tocqueville’s famous comment 
about the freedom of the press in America, authors (like these undergradu-
ate students) have an amazing ability to put the same thought in a thousand 
minds at the same time. Such is the power of ideas. And such is the promise 
of an academic journal that serves as a vehicle for such smart, talented, 
idea-laden undergraduates as these.

The Centre for the Study of the United States (CSUS) at the Munk 
School of Global Affairs, University of Toronto is our country’s preeminent 
place for making sense of our southern neighbour. It is a place where schol-
ars in fields as diverse as political science, economics, cinema studies, 
women and gender studies, history, English, geography, art history, and 
many others come together through a shared intellectual interest in the 
United States. We host dozens of public lectures and intellectually stimulat-
ing events each year. We mount a complete undergraduate program in 
American Studies. We act as a touchstone for graduate students whose focus 
is the United States. And, as you will see, we help bring to fruition an under-
graduate student journal in American Studies which advertises the breadth 
and depth of our students’ interests. 

Congratulations all.

Robert Vipond
Interim Director 
Centre for the Study of the United States and
American Studies program



C O - E D I T O R S ’  M E S S A G E



On behalf of the Centre for the Study of the United States at the University 
of Toronto’s Munk School of Global Affairs, we are pleased to present to you 
the 11th volume of the Undergraduate Journal of American Studies. 

The production of this year’s journal happened alongside the 2016 
American presidential election, one of the most historic elections in mod-
ern history. In January, as we began our work, the Democratic and Republican 
primaries dominated news cycles. At the time, Republican candidate Donald 
J. Trump seemed like a curious anomaly. The media pored over each out-
landish statement he made during rallies and debate nights, but many dis-
missed the idea of Trump becoming the presumptive Republican nominee, 
let alone president of the United States of America. Now, in November, as we 
put the finishing touches on our journal, Donald Trump has officially won 
the Electoral College, and has become president-elect of the United States. 

To reflect this contentious year in American politics, we have chosen 
a presidential theme for this year’s journal. Enclosed, you will find, in 
chronological order, essays starting with executive orders as laid out in the 
Constitution, to analyses of Presidents Lincoln, Roosevelt, Truman, 
Kennedy, Nixon, Reagan, Bush, and Obama. Many thanks are due to the 
writers of these excellent pieces for their submissions and help in subse-
quent edits, as well as to our associate editors Emmett, Kelsey, Sam, and 
Mike for their hard work in all aspects of journal production. We would also 
like to thank CSUS program coordinator Stella Kyriakakis for her counsel 
throughout this process. Finally, thank you to our graphic designer Ian 
Sullivan Cant for bringing the vision of our journal to fruition. 

In the coming days, the entire world will have questions regarding the 
repercussions of a Trump presidency. Will Trump undo President Obama’s 
executive orders with orders of his own? Will his policies trigger an eco-
nomic recession? Will he round up minorities, as he pledged to do during 
his presidential campaign? Right now, these questions are unanswerable. 
Still, we can look back through history in order to piece together the puzzles 
of our present condition. These essays cover past events that are worth 
revisiting, including the Great Depression, the internment of Japanese 
Americans during the Second World War, the Vietnam and Iraq Wars, among 
other topics. Not only are each of these essays exemplary in their own right, 
but together, they can remind us of what the nation has been through, what 
it needs to avoid in the future, and perhaps, what lies ahead in this truly 
unprecedented moment in American history.

Angela Nader and Teodora Avramov
Co-editors-in-Chief
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T H E  M O D E R N  P R E S I D E N C Y 
A N D  A M E R I C A N 

D E M O C R A C Y

by

A D I T YA  R A U

The United States has been described as “the image of democracy itself,”1 
both politically dynamic yet firmly rooted in the text of the Constitution. 
Indeed, the American government speaks to democratic ideals, as it neces-
sitates a representative government that is accountable to its electorate. At 
the heart of this political system is the separation of powers between 
Congress and the executive branch. The founding fathers established the 
presidency as one “that was strong enough to act decisively but checked by 
means of constitutional constraints.”2 As American democracy has evolved, 
so too has the role of the president, the relationship between Congress and 
the executive branch, and the impact of the presidency on American democ-
racy. Political scientists have recognized these structural shifts and, in 
doing so, have noted the emergence of a “modern presidency.”

The modern presidency, though cognizant of its constitutional lim-
itations, has come to play a more independent role in American politics 
today. This dichotomy alludes to the “ambivalence of the framers,”3 who 
envisioned an independent executive, yet one that was not monarchical in 
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nature. The modern presidency’s greater independence is the result of the 
delegation of legislative power over time, an increase in the bureaucratic 
power of the executive, and expanded national policy authority as exer-
cised through the veto and war powers. This paper will argue that an 
increase in the modern presidency’s bureaucratic power, as well as 
Congress’ delegation of legislative power to the executive, infringes upon 
Congress’ representative function. Furthermore, it will contend that while 
an expanded executive and national policy authority reflects the present 
day societal needs, Congress’ relinquishment of its primary function—
law-making—has positioned the presidency as a threat to American democ-
racy. This paper will first consider the ambiguity of presidential power as 
laid out in the Constitution. Next, it will examine the ways in which the 
modern presidency is a reflection of the framer’s vision of a unitary execu-
tive. Finally, this paper will examine the impact of the veto and war powers 
on American democracy. 

The manner in which the framers envisioned, and the Constitution 
presents, presidential power is ambiguous. This ambiguity raises the ques-
tion, is the modern presidency true to its origins or is it merely a reflection 
of a changing political landscape? Article Two, Section One of the 
Constitution creates the office of the presidency and establishes the presi-
dent as the head of the executive branch. However, whereas legislative 
power is bequeathed to Congress in the Constitution, there is no such grant-
ing of executive power.4 The absence of this descriptor suggests that the 
founders recognized the need for an independent executive that was able to 
implement legislation in a variety of ways.5 This is evident in that Alexander 
Hamilton, a founding father, stressed the need to have a unitary and “ener-
getic executive.”6 Moreover, he believed that an independent executive 
would more effectively carry out “decision, activity, secrecy, and despatch.”7 
This vision of a presidential figure is one that still stands in American soci-
ety today. Although the president is solely the embodiment of “the legiti-
mating democratic sovereignty of ‘We, the People,’”8 American citizens are 
quick to give up the entirety of their share of “democratic agency”9 to the 
executive branch. Furthermore, the founders recognized that Congress’ 
ability to enact universal laws demanded the existence of an executive that 
could act unilaterally, swiftly and with discretion.10 Considering this per-
spective, it is likely that the modern presidency’s more pronounced partici-
pation in American democracy is still in line with the founders’ intentions. 

However, not all founding fathers agreed with this notion of presi-
dential power. Thomas Jefferson and George Mason, among others, dis-
agreed with Hamilton’s vision of a unitary, empowered, and engaged exec-
utive, as they feared that it would “degenerate...into a Monarchy.”11 
Accordingly, the Constitutional Convention of 1787 produced an executive 
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that would be able to unilaterally while still being checked by other 
branches of government.12 What’s more, following the Revolutionary War, 
states attempted to elect supposedly “weak” executives who would be sub-
ordinate to the legislature.13 At the time, legislatures were a “relatively 
new institution,”14 created to address the “relatively modern view”15 that 
political power concentrated in the hands of one, or a few, would be detri-
mental to democracy. 

Jeffersonian Republicans’ call for the president to be limited by a set 
of congressional checks and balances tells us more about the founding 
fathers’ vision for the executive office. Going further, determining if the 
framers value executive efficiency over democratic accountability is critical 
to fully understanding the founder’s vision for the role of the presidency. 
The Constitution’s ambiguity in its establishment of the presidency speaks 
to the founders’ recognition of the American government’s structural 
impermanence. Hamilton himself stated that the modern presidency must 
adapt to “the probable exigencies of the ages.”16 The modern presidency has 
used constitutional ambiguity to its advantage, aggressively asserting its 
presence through the veto power, appointment power and policy initiation 
from within the executive bureaucracy.17 One should also note that shifts in 
the socio-political sphere have demanded greater executive jurisdiction. 
First, these shifts include an expansion in government bureaucracy, which 
in turn necessitates a larger and more involved executive. The second shift 
has been “the internationalizing of US politics,”18 which has required a 
trusted head of state who has the ability to act swiftly in moments of inter-
national duress. Third, there has been an attitude shift among citizens, 
whereby the presidency is seen as “nearly all there is to democratic poli-
tics.’”19 The modern presidency can, then, be seen as a more vivid expression 
of the founders’ original intentions for the executive branch. Constitutional 
ambiguity surrounding the executive branch has allowed for the modern 
presidency to more aggressively assert itself in American politics, and chal-
lenge the legislature’s functions through the exercise of presidential pre-
rogative. An absence of deliberation, inherent to the separation and balance 
of powers, suggests that the modern presidency threatens democracy. 

This lack of deliberation is further compounded by the delegation of 
legislative power to the modern presidency. This is exemplified in the pres-
ident’s appointment power and the issuing of executive orders, as well as in 
the passage of vague legislation that leaves room for executive interpreta-
tion and execution.20 This shift in policy-making and execution means that 
the executive bureaucracy must play a greater role in influencing legislative 
outcomes. As a result, “the executive office of the president [is] viewed as a 
manager of processes cutting across programs.”21 The modern president’s 
ability to shape the executive bureaucracy is evident through the 
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president’s ability to use the appointment power—the power to appoint key 
officials to executive departments and agencies. This strategy is an example 
of “Unitary Executive Theory”—whereby appointed bureaucrats are seen as 
appendages of the president.22 

The executive branch serves to “enhance the president’s ability to 
counter the centrifugal tendencies of the departments and their political 
constituencies as expressed through Congress.”23 For example, the Office of 
Management and Budget has long been considered the executive’s “princi-
pal instrument for watching over the economy [and] as the instrument of 
the president’s program expressed in financial terms.”24 As the political 
arena continue to expand in size, the appointment power is necessary for 
the creation of a “vigorous executive”25 that is able to meet a growing set of 
political wants and needs. Members of the executive bureaucracy, such as 
policy czars, have no constitutional mandate. Instead, they serve at the 
pleasure of the president, which, in turn, raises questions concerning the 
democratic nature of the president’s actions. While the appointment of pol-
icy czars speaks to executive expediency and suggests that a president does 
not want his agenda to “fall prey to interagency squabbling, wandering 
agendas or bureaucratic inertia,”26 it has also given the modern presidency 
a “corporate presence.”27 So, in attempting to expedite its policy agenda, the 
modern presidency has undermined congressional activity and, in doing so, 
threatened to change the face of American democracy. 

The modern presidency’s ability to advance its own agenda is 
strengthened by the executive power to act unilaterally, backed by the full 
force of law, when circumstances deem it necessary. This is evidenced in the 
issuing of executive orders. Executive orders are one of the modern presi-
dent’s many “power tools,”28 as they allow the president to act “without aid, 
interference or consent from the legislative branch.”29 While the Constitution 
does not specifically bestow this capacity on the executive, presidents have 
relied on an “an expansive reading of Article Two [of the Constitution]”30 to 
counteract the legislative department, “extending the sphere of its activity, 
and drawing all power into its impetuous vortex.”31 Thus, it can be argued 
that on a constitutional level, the framers intended for executive orders to 
allow the president to circumvent “slow, public and pluralistic”32 legislative 
operations. The importance of presidential executive orders continues to be 
seen today, most recently in the 2014 State of the Union. During this speech, 
President Obama recognized the importance of congressional action but 
noted that in cases of “congressional logjamming,”33 wherever he could 
“take steps without legislation to expand opportunities for more American 
families,”34 he would do just that. Clearly then, the modern presidency and 
the constitutional presidency are, in this case, one and the same. Thus, it 
would be fair to make the case that the use of executive orders does not 
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threaten democracy but instead, simply allows for greater efficiency and 
effectiveness during times of political stagnation. 

There are two ways in which the president can issue executive orders. 
First, with the support of the legislature, “yielding the strongest possible 
presumption of validity.”35 Or second, “in contravention of legislative 
action,”36 in which case the president’s position is weakest. When presi-
dents use executive orders, they often argue that the nation is constantly in 
a state of flux that threatens national interest and national security.37 It is 
curious to note that modern presidents have issued fewer executive orders 
than past presidents. For example, President Roosevelt and President 
Truman issued 3522 and 907 orders, respectively.38 In contrast, President 
Obama has issued 168 executive orders as of January 20, 2014, the fewest of 
any two-term president.39 Thus, perhaps the argument that modern presi-
dents threaten democracy by issuing executive orders without reservation 
is, in essence, a form of political moral panic. Considering the comparably 
modest number of executive orders President Obama has issued, perhaps 
this shows that presidents have not misused this power but rather, used it 
appropriately and supposedly to good effect. 

However, one can present the argument that executive orders, cou-
pled with the Supreme Court’s reluctance to strike them down, pose a threat 
to democracy because of the ways in which they circumvent Congress’ leg-
islating function. Government mechanisms that run contrary to public 
administration pose a threat to the “legitimacy and effectiveness of public 
administration.”40 Since a “body of administrative law properly defined is an 
important... claim to [political] legitimacy,”41 weakening the foundation of 
Congress can have dire consequences for American democracy. The nega-
tive consequences of this reality were seen in the issuing of Executive Order 
9066, which called for the internment of Japanese Americans. 

In addition to undermining Congress’ legislative function, which runs 
the risk of disregarding citizens’ interests, the use of executive orders is also 
dangerous because “courts have historically granted the president wide def-
erence.”42 That is, the Supreme Court rarely strikes down executive orders. 
In part, this is because it is challenging for a court to determine the legiti-
macy of an executive order due to the ambiguity of executive orders as laid 
out in the Constitution.43 Because of the Supreme Court’s reluctance to 
intervene in executive orders, a president can advance a personal agenda 
while disregarding congressional, and by extension, citizens’ interests. The 
absence of congressional representation, deliberation and accountability 
are cause for pessimism when considering the impact of the modern presi-
dency on American democracy. 

Presidential prerogative has widespread impacts and consequences, 
and is often the subject of debate. In particular, the veto power and war 
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power have raised questions about the extent to which the modern presi-
dency has inserted itself into policy-making and, in doing so, threatened 
American democracy. The presidential veto serves to protect the execu-
tive from the threat of legislative manipulation.44 The veto power is part 
of a constitutional system of checks and balances that, according to 
Madison, serves “as a check to precipitate unjust and unconstitutional 
laws.”45 The veto is, then, a legislative and revisionary power, though 
many Americans today perceive it as a “power of refusal, purely negative 
in nature.”46 Its function as a revisionary tool is evident in that Congress 
can override the veto and then the president must state his or her objec-
tions in writing.47 Still, while the modern presidency is restricted in its use 
of the veto, presidents have used this legislative tool to “push raw policy 
preferences, not merely to block laws of dubious constitutionality [or par-
tisan content].”48 Moreover, modern presidents actively use the veto to 
“shape the content of legislation.”49 The veto power can, then, be seen as 
an instrument that undermines congressional law-making capabilities. 
This argument stands in stark contrast to the notion that democratiza-
tion, and the people’s consideration of the president as “an indispensable 
check [not influenced by] any section of the constituents or [by] tempta-
tions of a private nature”50 legitimizes using the veto. In this sense, the 
use of the veto stands as a threat to an American democracy that rep-
resents the needs of the people. However, if the citizenry views the presi-
dent as “the only representative of all the people,”51 then democracy’s 
representative function is met. Thus, while the argument can be made 
that, in theory, the veto is a dangerous political tool, the veto can also be 
considered a necessary tool in the system of checks and balances and the 
separation of powers between the Congress and executive office, both of 
which are intrinsic to American politics. 

Evidently, the veto power and its impact on democracy have long 
been the subject of scholarly disagreement. Similarly, the presidents’ use of 
the “war power” is also frequently the subject of debate. The war power is 
established in Article Two of the Constitution, which establishes the presi-
dent as the commander-in-chief of the armed forces “when called into the 
service of the United States.”52 Article One of the Constitution gives 
Congress the power to declare war, effectively calling the president into ser-
vice as commander-in-chief.53 Modern presidents have, however, often dis-
regarded the congressional authority needed to engage in foreign conflict. 
For example, President Truman sent troops into Korea “on the basis of 
inherent executive authority without any participation by Congress.”54 The 
argument for presidential use of the war power is rooted in the president’s 
identity as the head of state. The president is responsible for foreign policy; 
as such, he has the right to deploy forces when he deems it necessary.55 The 
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Senate Committee on Foreign Relations recognized the transfer of this con-
stitutionally assigned congressional power from the legislature to the exec-
utive branch during American participation in the Vietnam conflict. The 
committee stated that “the real power to commit the country to war is now 
in the hands of the president... and the intent of the framers of the 
Constitution as to the war power substantially negated.”56

The opposing view to a modern president’s unilateral use of the war 
power is that “use of the armed forces is not reserved to Congress alone but 
is a concurrent responsibility.”57 Yet, when modern presidents have acted 
unilaterally, congressional support has often followed soon after. For exam-
ple, both Presidents George Bush and George W. Bush gained congressional 
support for their decisions to commit the military to conflict in Iraq in 1998 
and 2002, respectively.58 Moreover, in cases in which executive action has 
been required prior to an opportunity for congressional approval, Congress 
has often decided to “express its support retroactively.”59 Thus, perhaps it is 
fair to say that in giving up significant control over appropriations and dec-
larations of war, Congress is responsible for positioning the modern presi-
dency as an institution adverse to democratic principles, representation and 
deliberation. The judiciary has done little to meet this political challenge, 
concluding that if the president and Congress are acting in joint accord, 
then legal complaints are considered non-justiciable.60 Therefore, the mod-
ern presidency’s threat to democracy can, in fact, be seen as a product of 
American democracy itself. 

The modern presidency calls for a revision of American democracy. 
The evolution of the executive office is due, in part, to a liberal reading of 
presidential powers as outlined in the Constitution. According to the 
Constitution, the presidency was designed as a system of checks and bal-
ances, as evidenced by the separation of powers. While the modern presi-
dency alludes to the framers’ intentions, shifts in the political landscape 
and individual perceptions of the presidency have strengthened the modern 
president’s ability to act unilaterally. Moreover, a broad understanding of 
the executive branch’s power to issue executive orders and use the veto has 
facilitated the modern presidency’s aggressive insertion into the legislative 
process. This compromises the deliberative process of American democracy. 
Furthermore, Congress often surrenders its legislative and representative 
functions to the modern presidency. The delegation of legislative power 
from the Congress to the executive branch has positioned the modern pres-
idency as a threat to democracy. President Reagan described American 
democracy as “the most deeply honorable form of government ever devised 
by man.” Perhaps the American political system needs to remind itself of 
this simple truth if both its political structure and its democracy are to be 
resilient for years to come.
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F I G H T  F O R  F R E E D O M : 
H O W  T H E  C I V I L  WA R  S H A P E D 

E M A N C I P A T I O N

by

G E O R D I E  J E A K I N S

“And by the virtue of the power, and for the purpose aforesaid, I do order and 
declare that all persons held as slaves within said designated States and 
parts of States, are, and henceforward shall be free.”1 These words, uttered 
by the President of the United States, Abraham Lincoln, on January 1, 1863, 
fulfilled a lofty vision. The Declaration of Independence famously pro-
claimed that all men are created equal, but that ideal had been forsaken in 
the form of slavery for almost a century following that great event. With the 
issuing of the Emancipation Proclamation, this injustice had come to an 
end. The Proclamation was not all-encompassing in breadth and scope, as it 
did not end slavery in the four slaveholding states of the Union, or guaran-
tee equality for these freed slaves. Nevertheless, it represented a monumen-
tal triumph, and laid the groundwork for future gains by the African 
American population. This groundwork, however, was not an act of sponta-
neous magnanimity, but rather a result of a series of events that prompted 
the president to advance the cause of emancipation. The Proclamation was 
the product of a nation torn asunder, desperately trying to force itself back 
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together, during a time when compromise was becoming less attainable. 
The Civil War had eroded the middle course concerning slavery, allowing 
President Abraham Lincoln to take steps towards the emancipation of 
slaves, primarily for strategic war reasons.

At the outset of the Civil War, it was clear that emancipation was not 
a Union war aim. President Lincoln and the majority of the Republican 
party certainly were opposed to slavery on moral grounds. Lincoln admitted 
this fact in his Cooper Union Address, but pledged to keep from meddling 
with slavery in the South.2 Lincoln belaboured this point constantly. 
Emancipation may have been desirous, but national unity was paramount. 
As the Secession Crisis unfolded, Lincoln held to this line. In a letter to the 
eventual vice president of the Confederate States of America, Lincoln 
stated, “You think slavery is right and ought to be extended; while we think 
it is wrong and ought to be restricted. That I suppose is the rub. It certainly 
is the only substantial difference between us.”3 Lincoln affirmed his views 
on slavery’s unethical nature, but stated flatly that his wish was that slavery 
only be contained and left alone. He implored his former friend and ally to 
help produce reconciliation. It was not to be. Vice President Stephens 
would restate the fundamental importance of slavery, declaring it the cor-
nerstone of the Confederate government.4 Clearly, there could be no com-
promise with a rebellion that was convinced its former government was 
bent upon the destruction of slavery. Nevertheless, Lincoln continually 
sought to accommodate the seceded states, going so far as to endorse a 
congressional resolution that explicitly forbade the federal government 
from interfering with slavery in the Southern states.5 This earnest hope 
that the Union could be preserved through compromise demonstrated that 
the issue of slavery was always second to the unity of his country. At this 
time, he hoped that, by dropping any pretensions about abolition, the 
Union would be restored. When this became a moot point, Lincoln was able 
to change his position

The beginning of the Civil War brought a policy change for President 
Lincoln. Whereas before, he was content to entice the secessionists back 
into the Union fold, Lincoln now attempted to use the threat of emancipa-
tion to coerce slave states to forsake the rebellion. This new policy, how-
ever, was gradual and cautious. The Union leadership was careful not to 
alienate the slaveholding Border States, whose support would likely deter-
mine the outcome of the Civil War.6 The prospect of a quick knockout blow 
was dashed by the Confederates at the First Battle of Bull Run, forcing 
Lincoln to proceed slowly.7 Lincoln was forced to countermand a proclama-
tion of martial law in Missouri, a Union slave state, by General John C. 
Fremont. The General’s order—which freed the state’s slaves—Lincoln con-
sidered to “purely political, and not within the range of military law or 
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necessity.”8 The president’s uneasy coalition against the Confederacy would 
not be broken over emancipation in a Border State. Too much depended 
upon maintaining a unified front.

Nevertheless, military realities convinced President Lincoln that 
emancipation would be beneficial for the war effort. The Confederate econ-
omy and war effort was heavily reliant upon slave labour. Lincoln recog-
nized the disastrous effects emancipation would have upon the South. By 
emancipating Southern slaves, he would not only decrease the strength of 
the Confederacy, but also increase the strength of the Union. It was the 
poor performance of the Union army in the early stages of the war that 
pushed Lincoln to consider emancipatory measures to bolster his nation’s 
fighting power. Lincoln signed into law the First Confiscation Act, liberat-
ing slaves in Confederate war service, and the Second Confiscation Act, 
freeing all slaves in territory controlled by Union forces.9 Congress also 
passed the Militia Act, allowing freed slaves to enter the military. These 
acts were the first steps towards total emancipation and, later, abolition. 
These first steps were resounding successes, and it quickly became appar-
ent that the freed slaves would be an invaluable contribution to the war 
effort. Most military and civilian officials still considered blacks to be 
unsuitable for combat, but they made their impact felt in carrying out man-
ual labour tasks around camp.

Freed black slaves would not remain in the ditches for long. The call 
for soldiers to fill the Union ranks was greeted with enthusiasm by blacks, 
who had as much, if not more, reason to fight Confederates. Frederick 
Douglass, in his editorial, “Men of Color, to Arms!,” gave voice to this senti-
ment by saying that “a war undertaken and brazenly carried on, for the per-
petual enslavement of colored men, call logically and loudly upon colored 
men to help to suppress it.”10 In his mind, and the minds of many freed 
slaves, no doubt, “liberty won for us by white men would lack half its lus-
tre.”11 The contribution of free blacks to the Union War effort was impres-
sive. When contemplating broader emancipation in the South, Lincoln cer-
tainly kept this strategic dimension in mind. Free black labour and 
manpower was a useful tool to use against the South. No matter how much 
Lincoln sympathized with emancipation, it was always a subordinate con-
sideration to the preservation of the Union. If emancipation was going to 
occur, it would be for the benefit of the Union first and foremost; the benefit 
for the slaves themselves was of secondary importance to the president. In 
a letter to Horace Greeley, Lincoln stated plainly, “My paramount object in 
this struggle is to save the Union, and is not either to save or to destroy 
slavery… What I do about slavery, and the colored race, I do because I 
believe it helps to save the Union.”12 This utterly pragmatic consideration 
held sway in the President’s mind.
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The successful defence at Antietam gave Lincoln the cover he 
needed to finally make emancipation a clear goal.13 On September 22, 
1862, he issued the Preliminary Emancipation Proclamation, which gave 
the rebelling states one hundred days to disband and cease their rebellion. 
If any state failed to do this, Lincoln threatened to declare all slaves within 
that state to be free and recognized as such by the government.14 The dec-
laration allowed Lincoln to give one more chance at peaceful reconcilia-
tion, but also gave him the cover to enact emancipation on the grounds 
that the Southern States had failed to obey the order to discontinue their 
rebellion. When the Confederacy failed to heed the deadline of January 1, 
1863, President Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, fulfilling 
his threat.15 Emancipation, which would not have been seriously contem-
plated even a year before because of the response it might have engen-
dered among the Border States, had finally become a reality. The dreams 
of black slaves and abolitionists was a dream no longer. However, the offi-
cial rationale put forth by Lincoln for emancipation was still the preserva-
tion of the Union, which was threatened by these rebellious states. 
Furthermore, he also was conscious of the important economic and mili-
tary advantage that emancipation would give the Union. By allowing these 
freed slaves into the Union army, President Lincoln was strangling the 
South and empowering the North.

Ironically, similar ideas were also beginning to be voiced in the South. 
The bolstered Union army began to methodically push deeper into 
Confederate territory through 1863 and 1864.16 Just as Lincoln and other 
Union leaders saw freed slaves as a valuable source of manpower, so too did 
some Confederates consider their slaves as an answer to the war’s backslid-
ing. Confederate General Patrick R. Cleburne considered the enlistment of 
black slaves to be crucial to the war effort. By offering freedom and further 
reward, Cleburne believed that slaves would willingly fight for the 
Confederacy. He implored his superiors to enact this policy so as to guaran-
tee independence. Cleburne summed up the argument by stating, “As 
between the loss of independence and the loss of slavery, we assume that 
every patriot will freely give up the latter.”17 Renown Confederate com-
mander, Robert E. Lee, added to the argument, by pointing out that emanci-
pation will occur one way or the other. Either the Confederacy can emanci-
pate some slaves to fight in their ranks, or let the Union roll over their 
overstretched army and emancipate all the slaves. He argued that “[emanci-
pation] will be the result of the continuance of the war, and will certainly 
occur if the enemy succeed, it seems to me most advisable to adopt it at 
once, and thereby obtain all the benefits that will accrue to our cause.”18 The 
political leadership would not heed these arguments, however. The 
Confederate Congress issued a resolution which conflated the preservation 
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of slavery with Confederate independence.19 The prejudice of the South was 
too great to overcome even partial emancipation, despite the obvious mili-
tary advantages it would convey. Nevertheless, the mere consideration of 
emancipation in the South further points out the effect that the Civil War 
had upon the issue of slavery. To many Confederates, slavery could be relin-
quished if it would ensure national independence. The secession and the 
Civil War had been fought, to a great extent, over the opportunity to extend 
slavery. Now, with the end approaching, some had considered not just the 
abandonment of that hope, but the very idea of maintaining slavery at all. 
Emancipation ultimately came to naught, but it demonstrated just how 
much individuals were willing to compromise on their nation’s values, if it 
contributed to victory in the Civil War.

By effectively eliminating the possibility for compromise over slavery, 
the Civil War pushed President Abraham Lincoln to carry out emancipation, 
chiefly for a strategic advantage. The Civil War forced both the North and 
the South to make a difficult choice between slavery and the nation. 
Lincoln’s single-minded determination to reunite the nation pushed him to 
gradually emancipate slaves. He was always cognizant of the timing of such 
an act, knowing that overzealous action would alienate the Border States 
and political allies.20 When it became politically possible, however, Lincoln 
did not hesitate to take emancipatory action to weaken the Confederacy, 
and strengthen the Union war effort, his chief concerns. The act was 
embraced by freed slaves, and bolstered the Union significantly. The 
Confederacy, on the other hand, could not relinquish slavery in order to 
save the nation, and, as a result, ended with neither. Nevertheless, the mere 
fact that many influential Confederates even considered some form of 
emancipation showed the effects that the Civil War had upon long-held 
political platforms in the South, just as it did in the North. National survival, 
whether it be reunification for the Union or independence for the South, 
created the possibility for strange bedfellows. However, it was Abraham 
Lincoln, in that famous Proclamation, who took the goal to heart, sending 
echoes throughout history.
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The recent Great Depression in 2008 has surged public and scholarly inter-
est in the Great Depression. Not coincidentally, the Obama administration 
appointed prominent Great Depression scholars, most notably Ben Bernanke 
and Christina Romer, to economic leadership positions to lead the way to 
recovery. There are evident parallels between the two financial crises.1 
Episodes of drastic assets decline in both 1929 and 2008 caused substantial 
aggregate demand (AD) shocks to the real economy. Confidence fell, spend-
ing plunged, production halted, and unemployment soared. Despite notable 
differences, the Great Depression and its astounding recovery remain a cru-
cial lesson to policymakers today. The unprecedented scale of the Fed’s 
monetary stimulus injection under Bernanke in part reflects the Fed’s 
determination to avert macroeconomic disasters. 

Contrary to prevalent myth, the critical turning point towards recov-
ery began not on the eve of the Second World War, but six years before with 
the inauguration of Franklin D. Roosevelt (FDR). By the time FDR came to 
office on March 4, 1933, the economy was deep in the worst economic 
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depression in modern history. Between 1929 and 1933, the US real gross 
GDP shrunk by thirty percent, industrial production by fourty-seven per-
cent, and wholesale price index by thirty-three percent.2 In the spring of 
1933, FDR ended the US commitment to the gold standard (GS). At this 
point, the economy stopped declining and began climbing up. For the next 
four years, the United States experienced its most rapid peacetime growth. 
Real output grew by a total of thirty-nine percent, averaging at over nine 
percent p.a.3 The crucial question is why and how did the US economy 
recover rapidly in 1933? Examining the 1933–37 period, this paper argues 
that the answer lies in FDR’s radical divorce, in principle and in practice, 
from the gold ideology. 

FDR’s abandonment of the GS led to recovery in two interlocking 
ways. First, the drastic conversion from GS, the norm of the day, sent a strong 
signal of the new FDR government’s commitment to domestic economic 
recovery over currency stability, which had dominated Hoover’s agenda. 
This “regime change” was so revolutionary that it was able to restore sub-
stantial public confidence in the future of the economy. In turn, this gener-
ated inflationary expectations, which lowered real interest rates. The expec-
tation shift was evident in the surge of expectation-sensitive stock prices, 
investment, and spending on durable goods. Second, free from exchange 
rate constraints imposed by the “gold fetters,” the FDR government could 
pursue expansionary monetary policies to maintain the credibility of its new 
expansionary regime and sustain rapid recovery well until 1937.

L I T E RAT U R E R E V I E W
Given its “Holy Grail of macroeconomics”4 status, much has been written on 
the Great Depression. Among the most authoritative works is Friedman and 
Schwarz’ A Monetary History of the United States (1963). Taking a strict mon-
etarist view, they regard the Great Depression as purely a monetary phe-
nomenon. Not surprisingly, they conclude that “the rapid rate of rise in the 
money stock certainly promoted and facilitated the concurrent economic 
expansion”5 during the recovery period. While monetary forces are certainly 
crucial in understanding the depression, the demand side of the story of the 
crisis has become orthodoxy. Most recovery explanations incorporate the 
role of AD stimulus. 

Arguing that the collapse of spending was the key cause of the depres-
sion, Romer (1992) argues that AD stimulus, achieved mainly through mon-
etary rather than fiscal expansion, was key to recovery. Most economists 
today largely agree that the role of fiscal policies in the recovery was lim-
ited, not because it failed, “but because it was not tried.”6 Fiscal deficits were 
insignificant relative to depression.7 Indeed, focusing just on the timing of 
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recovery, fiscal policy did not appear to be a key cause since recovery began 
in March 1933, months before FDR made any substantial fiscal move. Romer 
concludes that the conventional increase of monetary stock provided AD 
stimulus, which led to recovery by lower real interest rates and stimulating 
investment and spending on durable goods. 

In their seminal work, Temin and Wigmore (1990) agree with Romer’s 
demand-driven framework. They, however, argue that the source of the AD 
stimulus was not monetary expansion, but an expectation change caused by 
FDR’s regime shift, symbolized by dollar devaluation.8 Taking this a step fur-
ther, Eggertsson (2008) argues that FDR’s radical abandonment of the three 
“almost universally accepted policy dogmas at the time [gold standard, prin-
ciple of balanced budget, and commitment to small government]”9 engineered 
an expectation shift, which was the most important cause of recovery. 

A N A LYS I S
From the beginning of his presidency, FDR made it clear that reflation—to 
restore prices to pre-1929 levels—would be his overriding economic prior-
ity. The radical abolition of the GS served as a potent symbol of his new 
expansionary regime. On March 6, 1933, his second day in office, FDR passed 
the Emergency Banking Act. The Act was designed to overhaul the banking 
system, and by granting the president power to suspend international gold 
payments, it effectively suspended the GS.10 On March 8, 1933, at his first 
presidential press conference, FDR declared that the GS suspension was to 
be part of a new “permanent system” of “managed currency.”11 Throughout 
April, FDR passed a series of laws to formalize the GS suspension.12 Though 
the United States later returned in 1934 (at a devalued rate), FDR had effec-
tively broken the gold fetters in 1933. His policy actions throughout his first 
term made clear that the dollar was subservient to the domestic economy. 
By the end of his first year, FDR had ended the stubborn deflationary trend, 
which reached twenty-six percent in Hoover’s last year. FDR first recorded 
thirteen percent inflation.13 Figure One (Panel A-F) illustrates a dramatic rise 
across commodity prices, investment index, and industrial production 
throughout 1933 as the economy began to recover. 

The exact timing and the rapid rate at which the economy reversed its 
course in March-April 1933 cannot be accounted for by a strict monetarist 
explanation. At this point, the new administration simply had not had the 
chance to enact a conventional monetary policy. The money stock remained 
as shown in Figure One Panel D. Moreover, by March, short-term nominal 
interest rates were already near zero. The yield on the three-month Treasure 
bills had reached 0.05 percent in January 1933.14 Given that nominal interest 
rates could not fall further and the money supply also remained unchanged, 
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the shift in expectations resulted from FDR’s radical abolition of the GS pro-
vides a better explanation for this critical turning point. Given the normative 
status of the gold dogma at the time, FDR’s controversial policy came as a real 
shock to the public. Even FDR’s budget director thought it was “the end of 
Western civilization.”15 Dramatic actions triggered dramatic consequences. 

By shaking the foundation that had become defining characteristic of 
the previous administration, FDR led the American public to believe that his 
new economic regime would lead to different economic outcomes. Hoover’s 
staunch commitment to defend the gold standard had prevented him from 
using monetary (or fiscal) policies to support the domestic economy. 
Consequently, for as long as the country remained wedded to the gold, peo-
ple expected business as usual, which in 1933 meant continued contraction 
and deflation. By disposing of the centrepiece of the old regime, obtaining 
monetary independence, and freeing himself of the golden fetter that tied 
Hoover’s hands, FDR engineered a drastic shift in public expectations. The 
Thomas Inflation Amendment in April 1933 affirmed FDR’s intention to 
raise prices and expand the economy. The law gave FDR broad power over 
the currency and the Fed. It also compelled the Fed to buy three million 
dollars in Federal bonds to increase the money supply.16 This sent another 
signal to the public that the domestic economy had triumphed over 
exchange rates. News records and business analyses from 1933 show that 
FDR’s strategy was a success. He broke the self-fulfilling deflationary spi-
ral.17 In May 1933, the Economist concluded, “The only topic of conversation 
in New York during the past week has been ‘inflation.’”18

The impact of the expectation shift triggered in 1933 was enormous. 
Consider the Fisher Equation r = ¡ - π, where r denotes real interest rate, ¡ 
denotes nominal interest rate, and π denotes inflation rate. While ¡ is con-
strained by the zero lower bound (ZLB), r can go below zero. Since 1933 and 
throughout recovery, inflationary expectations stimulated the economy by 
increasing π and thus depressing r to the negative level, even as ¡ remained 
stable at the ZLB. 

A lower interest rate has an expansionary impact on the economy by 
lowering the cost of borrowing (issued in nominal terms). This, in turn, 
stimulates AD by inducing investment and durable good spending, as peo-
ple expect higher real returns from their assets in the future. This mecha-
nism is illustrated in Figure Two as an upward AD shift to AD1. Moreover, as 
people became confident about the future of the economy, and expected 
higher income in the future, permanent income hypothesis predicts another 
boost in spending, denoted by an extra shift from AD1 to AD2. 

In 1933, this is exactly what happened. Figure Three shows ex ante 
rates plunged as inflationary expectations soared following FDR’s abolition 
of the gold standard. The increase of agricultural price in contracts signed in 
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1933 reflects a real anticipation of higher prices.19 Data in Figure Four shows 
that the expansionary impact of the fall in real interest rates was transmitted 
to the real economy exactly as predicted by the AS-AD model. Interest-
sensitive spending (investment and consumer durables) jumped in response 
to the fall in ex ante real interest rates. Indeed, comparing Figure One and 
Figure Three reveal a similar strong correlation between real interest rates 
and forward-looking variables (such as investment, commodity, stock market, 
and industrial production). This AD boost effectively ended the depression. 
The causal role of expectation shift in kick-starting recovery is more pro-
nounced consider that expectations-sensitive spending on durable goods 
soared in 1933, but real consumer expenditures, such as on income-sensitive 
service did not pick up until 1934.20 In 1933, income had not changed and 
price took time to adjust. What greatly changed were expectations. 

Inflationary euphoria sparked by FDR’s regime change, however, was 
bound to be transient without actual monetary expansion and inflation. 
Indeed, the conventional monetary increase that became feasible after the 
abolition of the gold standard was crucial to maintain inflationary expecta-
tions, keep real interest rates low, and sustain recovery. Between 1933–37, 
the money supply M1 grew rapidly at an average rate of ten percent p.a.,21 as 
a result of two factors. First, it grew because of the 1934 Gold Reserve Act 
that steeply devalued dollar against gold and transferred all gold ownership, 
including the Feds’, to the Treasury22. Second, it grew because of FDR’s 
deliberative policy not to sterilize the surge of gold inflow from Europe fol-
lowing Hitler’s rise in 1934 and use it to expand bank reserves.23 Romer cal-
culates that without this money supply rise, “real GNP in 1937 would have 
been nearly twenty-five percent lower than it actually was.”24 

While the substantial expansion of the money supply, amounting to 
nearly fourty-two percent over the four years,25 could not further depress 
short-term nominal interest rates, it did at least two crucial things. First, as 
Romer and Eggertsson note, the increase in the money stock was critical to 
FDR’s economic regime credibility and thus necessary to maintaining infla-
tionary expectations and keeping real interest rates low. Second, an increase 
in the money stock was also necessary to prevent nominal (and thus real) 
interest rates from rising throughout the recovery period, at a time when 
the economy was growing at phenomenal rates and demand for liquidity 
has likely increased. The fact that the economy promptly descended into a 
severe downturn in 1937–38 following a monetary contraction (after the 
Fed doubled reserve requirements and Treasury began sterilizing gold in 
1936) provide more strong evidence that monetary expansion had been 
necessary to the rapid recovery in the intervening time. 

This essay has evidently shown that the breaking of the “golden fet-
ters” provided a large demand stimulus that ended the Great Depression in 
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the United States. FDR’s radical regime change caused an instant and equally 
radical shift in expectations that kick-started the economy’s recovery. 
Conventional monetary expansion, even at the ZLB, proved effective in main-
taining the momentum for the rapid recovery through expectation manage-
ment. This paper also illustrates that recovery was a direct result of FDR’s 
policy actions, and not the result of an automatic self-correcting mechanism. 
The Obama administration proved to have learned this lesson when it inter-
vened in the economy extensively in the wake of the 2008 economic crisis. 
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F I G U R E S  A N D  TA B L E S 

Figure One

Source: �Gauti B. Eggertsson, “Great Expectations and the End of the Depression,” 
American Economic Review, 98 (2008): 1477.
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Figure Three

Source: �Gauti B. Eggertsson, “Great Expectations and the End of the Depression,” 
American Economic Review, 98 (2008): 1479.

Figure Two
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Figure Four 

Source: �Christina D. Romer, “What Ended the Great Depression?” Journal of Economic 
History, 52 (1992): 779–780
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The label “factories of death,”1 coined by historian Sheldon Harris, vividly 
captures the nature of the Japanese biological warfare experimentation 
facility, code-named Unit 731. Led by General Shiro Ishii, Unit 731’s mili-
tary scientists performed gruesome biological experiments on human 
subjects in order to develop biological warfare (BW) capabilities. Live 
human experimentation was conducted on Chinese civilians and Russian 
and American prisoners of war. Atrocities included deliberately infecting 
subjects with deadly disease, performing vivisections, dismembering 
body parts, along with other inhumane experiments that led to an 
unimaginable degree of suffering. The end of World War Two, however, 
did not bring Unit 731 war criminals to justice, as the leading scientists, 
including Ishii himself, escaped punishment. Aiming to monopolize 
Japanese BW data, the American government promised Unit 731 military 
scientists immunity from postwar prosecutions in exchange for their 
valuable data. Because of this deal, the American government muted the 
discussion of the Unit 731 case in the Tokyo trials, and dismissed the 
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legally established war crimes charges of the Khabarovsk trial as illegiti-
mate and fabricated Communist propaganda.

This gives rise to the critical question, how do we make sense of these 
American actions? The widely accepted conclusion in existing historiogra-
phy focuses mainly on American national security interests. This consensus 
is well summarized by Harris’ argument in his authoritative book on Unit 
731 and the American cover-up, Factories of Death. He argued that “the 
questions of ethics and morality as they affected scientists in Japan and in 
the United States never once entered into a single discussion.”2 This expla-
nation, however, is incomplete. This paper aims to make sense of American 
actions towards Unit 731 through an examination of the role of norms.3 
American actions towards Unit 731 spanned a critical historical and political 
transition from World War Two to the early Cold War. Throughout this time 
period, not only was national security a primary concern, the norm of human 
rights was also rising in prominence. The American cover-up will thus be 
framed at the intersection of the international norm of human rights and 
the norm of US national security. Ultimately, this case illustrates the malle-
ability of international human rights norms, as they can coexist with, be 
sacrificed to, and be manipulated in ways that adhere to national security 
norms. The intricate interactions between national security and human 
rights will be traced through a chronological examination of American 
actions towards Unit 731, from the American discovery of Japanese BW in 
World War Two to their subsequent cover-up actions in the Tokyo and 
Khabarovsk trials. First, the initial American interest in Unit 731 was shaped 
by the complementary interaction of the norms of international human 
rights and American national security during World War Two. Second, the 
end of World War Two and the onset of the Cold War led to a clash between 
the normative demands of human rights and the practical demands of 
American national security, which ultimately led to the sacrifice of human-
itarian values. Finally, the American rejection and dismissal of the Soviet 
Union’s charges at the Khabarovsk trial was based on a manipulation of the 
norm of human rights to advance the aims of American national security.

D I SC OV E RY: 1939–1945
Washington first found out about Japanese biological warfare in 1939.4 By 
1941, enough information was collected by American intelligence to indi-
cate that the Japanese had significant biological warfare experimentation 
detachments.5 Details specific to Unit 731 and human experimentation also 
began to be uncovered at this time.6 The US war secretary appointed a spe-
cial working group committee to thoroughly investigate Japanese activities 
in the field of biological warfare, and the committee urged immediate 
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defensive efforts to study the subject and thus reduce the likelihood of its 
use.7 American President Franklin D. Roosevelt authorized the Federal 
Security Agency to establish a War Research Service to study biological war-
fare and to build protective measures.8 During the course of World War Two, 
American interest in Japanese BW increased dramatically. 

What accounted for these initial American interests can be explained by 
the international human rights norms at the time. Roosevelt’s wartime advo-
cacy of human rights and national security as complementary aims in American 
foreign policy allowed for a mutually reinforcing interaction between the two 
norms. In his 1941 speech, Roosevelt stated that the “aim of peace should be to 
secure for all people four freedoms: freedom of speech and expression, free-
dom of worship, freedom from want, and freedom from fear.”9 Promoting 
human rights abroad became closely tied with the promotion of peace and 
thus, human rights was placed at the top of allied war aims.10 Within this World 
War Two historical context, Nazi Germany and imperial Japan were the ene-
mies of world peace, and thus the source of fear and insecurity at home.11 As 
Frieden, Lake and Schultz suggested, “by connecting human rights to the epic 
struggles against totalitarianism that defined much of the twentieth century, 
Roosevelt laid out the case that promoting human rights abroad was in the 
self-interest of both Americans and the citizens of other countries.”12

This normative context can be applied directly to the analysis of the 
initial American interest in Japanese Unit 731 activities. Upon discovery of the 
Japanese BW project, American policymakers regarded Unit 731 both as a 
threat to American national security, due to the potential of the Japanese to 
engage in BW against the United States, as well as an issue of humanitarian 
concern against unethical Japanese practices. First and foremost, Unit 731 
posed a threat to American national security due to the threat of potential of 
biological warfare attacks on the United States. War secretary Henry Stimson 
established the element of fear in his letter to the National Academy of 
Sciences president. In it he wrote, “Because of the dangers that might confront 
this country from potential enemies employing what may be broadly described 
as biological warfare, it seems advisable that investigations be initiated to sur-
vey the present situation and the future possibilities.”13 Similarly, American 
insecurity was illustrated by the imminent threat outlined by Howard Cole, 
America’s Chemical Warfare Service (CWS) intelligence chief. Cole claimed 
that Japan had a large BW capability and that the “Japanese are cultivating 
large quantities of virus for spreading bubonic plague, pneumonia, relapsing 
fever, cholera and other epidemics among Chinese or Allied troops.”14 

However, even though the element of fear of BW attacks played a sig-
nificant role in shaping American interests in Unit 731, it was not the exclu-
sive factor. The discovery of Unit 731was also associated with humanitarian 
concerns in line with the human rights norm at the time. In 1942, Roosevelt 
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issued a public warning to the Japanese regarding the use of unconventional 
warfare like chemical and biological weapons. Roosevelt made clear that “if 
Japan persists in this inhuman form of warfare against China or against any 
other of the United Nations, such action will be regarded by this government 
as though taken against the United States, and retaliation in kind and full 
measure will be meted out.”15 Beyond public statements, humanitarian val-
ues also played a role in American internal communication. Cole, in his 
report regarding biological warfare, warned that “[Japan] will not hesitate 
from humane motives to use this weapon…”16 Similarly, the US War 
Department issued an urgent warning regarding biological warfare in 1944, 
stating that “neither Germany [nor] Japan will be influenced by humanitarian 
values in making their decisions to employ biological warfare.”17 These con-
cerns with the enemies’ lack of humanitarian values intensified the element 
of fear in national security considerations. In addition, by assuming a lack of 
moral values in Germany and Japan, American policymakers were speaking 
from a self-assumed position of moral superiority, implying that they them-
selves are the upholders of human rights. Overall, humanitarian values 
essentially reinforced national security concerns, and their complementary 
interaction shaped a strong American interest in Unit 731 activities. 

D I L E M M A A N D D EC I S I O N-M A K I N G : 1945–1948 
With the end of World War Two, American policymakers were faced with the 
postwar question of how to treat Unit 731 war criminals. During the early Cold 
War years from 1945 to 1948, American policymakers pursued a deal with Ishii, 
exchanging BW data for immunity from prosecution in the Tokyo trials (1946–
1948). However, this decision was not achieved without an initial dilemma. This 
dilemma and the subsequent decision-making process is well illustrated by a 
recommendation from the American Army Civilian Affairs Division in 1947: 

It is recognized that by informing Ishii and his associates that the 
information to be obtained regarding BW will be retained in intelligence 
channels and will not be employed as war crimes evidence, this government 
may at a later date be seriously embarrassed. However, the Army Department 
and Air Force Members strongly believe that this information, particularly 
that which will finally be obtained from the Japanese with respect to the 
effect of BW on humans, is of such importance to the security of this coun-
try that the risk of subsequent embarrassment should be taken.18 

It is possible to make sense of the nature of this dilemma and the 
subsequent decision-making process by examining the conflict between the 
norms of international human rights and American national security in the 
early Cold War context. During this time, the demands of human rights 
clashed against the demands of national security. Ultimately, the normative 
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values of human rights, though factored into American decisions, dimin-
ished in significance and were outweighed by national security demands. 
The postwar human rights movement, which was built upon the shared 
experience of World War Two atrocities, focused on criminal punishment of 
wartime atrocities, as shown by the Nuremberg and Tokyo trials.19 Naturally, 
this norm demanded putting Unit 731 war criminals to trial. However, these 
normative demands were no longer supported by the goals of national secu-
rity. In terms of national security, the basis of fear in the early Cold War was 
no longer German Nazism and Japanese imperialism. Germany and Japan 
became defeated nations, and no longer posed any threat to US national 
security. Instead, there was another new fear: the new source of American 
insecurity was the Soviet Union’s limitless ambitions. One of the clearest 
expressions of fear of this new enemy is seen in the Clifford report to 
Truman in September 1946. Clifford opened the report with the statement 
that “the gravest problem facing the United States today is that of American 
relations with the Soviet Union. The solution of the problem may determine 
whether or not there will be a third world war.”20 In addition, the report 
stated that the “fear of Germany and Japan is gone, but our suspicion of the 
Soviet Union—and suspicion is the first step to fear—is growing.”21 

Applied specifically to the case of Unit 731, national security inter-
ests dictated the need to monopolize Japanese experimentation data and 
more importantly, to avoid the risk of this data falling into Soviet hands. 
This is illustrated by the American perception of growing Soviet military 
power, with explicit reference to biological warfare capabilities. A 1948 
CIA report predicted that “by 1955, Soviet strategic air power will have 
been greatly augmented and weapons of mass destruction (atomic, biolog-
ical and chemical) will presumably be available.”22 The document also out-
lined the subversive threat posed by biological warfare capabilities, as it 
stated that the threat from the Communist Party in the United States “will 
become more formidable with the progressive development of techniques 
of biological warfare.”23 Thus, American policymakers attached military 
significance to Japanese biological warfare data. It is in this context that 
the normative values of human rights were outweighed by practical strate-
gic demands of American national security, as America was threatened by 
a hostile Soviet Union. 

M A N I P U L AT I O N: 1949 
After the successful initial cover-up of Unit 731 war crimes in the Tokyo 
trials, American policymakers were confronted with a challenge from the 
Soviet Union. In December 1949, the Soviet Union prosecuted twelve Unit 
731 scientists for war crimes. In addition, responsibility was attributed to 
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Emperor Hirohito and public criticism was made against Japanese imperial-
ism.24 However, Soviet efforts to publicize the results of the trial to the 
Western world did not succeed. Faced with concrete evidence, the American 
government further covered up Unit 731 war crimes by dismissing these 
legally established findings as “communist propaganda” and pointed to 
their resemblance to Stalinist “show trials,” discrediting their validity.25 
These actions of further cover-up reflect the manipulation of the human 
rights norm to suit the aims of national security. 

The Khabarovsk trial in December 1949 took place during an espe-
cially pronounced period of Cold War tensions. By the end of 1949, the norm 
of American national security shaped new interests. Two relevant develop-
ments were of great significance to the case of Unit 731. First, the Soviet 
Union broke the US nuclear monopoly by beginning an ensuing nuclear 
arms race and intensifying overall military competition. Second, the 
People’s Republic of China was established in October as a Communist 
nation that leaned to the Soviet side. These developments had a direct and 
significant impact on the strategic significance of the case of Unit 731 to 
American national security interests. Most directly was the increased mili-
tary significance of Japanese biological warfare data. Due to the huge Soviet 
leap in military technology, there was a need to secure monopoly on 
Japanese biological warfare data. More importantly, however, was the grow-
ing geopolitical significance of Japan as a counterbalance to the newly 
established Communist China in the Far East. A revealing CIA report from 
September 1949, when the establishment of Communist China was immi-
nent, outlines these security concerns. The report concluded that the long 
range US security interest in the Far East is “to prevent the development of 
a Soviet-controlled industrial-military power complex” and that “the main-
tenance of the alignment of Japan with the US is, therefore, the crux of the 
US security problem in the Far East.”26 The increasing geopolitical signifi-
cant of Japan was further illustrated in a National Security Council report 
from the same time, which concluded that “in the Far East, where adverse 
factors are already in vigorous operation, the most likely trend will be 
toward a more rapid extension of Communist influence on the continent. In 
this connection, the situation in Japan will become increasingly important. 
The re-establishment of Japan as a viable state becomes essential to the 
maintenance of a minimum US security position in the region.”27 It is clear 
that developments in 1949 have led to a new and vital importance of Japan 
to US national security. Acting with accordance to the national security 
norm thus required securing Japan as an ally. Since the Khabarovsk trials 
broadened the scope of Unit 731 to the responsibility to Emperor Hirohito 
and Japanese imperialism, the crimes of Unit 731 were presented as Japanese 
national crimes.28 Therefore, rejecting the charges and protecting Unit 731 
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war criminals became an act of protection against the Japanese state, and 
thus an important action in securing Japan’s loyalty as an American ally. For 
this reason, American protection of the case of Unit 731 took on a vital geo-
political significance.

During the same year of 1949, the norm of human rights also experi-
enced some significant developments in the United States. Truman’s 1949 
inauguration speech clearly outlined a new definition of human rights tai-
lored to the threat of communism. In line with Roosevelt, Truman drew on 
the “most frightful events in history” of World War One and World War Two 
as a shared experience, and declared that the most important need of the 
time “is for men to learn to live together in peace and harmony.”29 Truman 
stated that the Americans “believe that all men have a right to equal justice 
under the law and equal opportunity to share in the common good… the 
right to freedom of thought and expression” and that these human rights 
were to be the critical gateway to world peace.30 The innovative element in 
Truman’s presentation of human rights, however, was the threat of commu-
nism. He declared that the obstacle to world peace was the “false ideology” 
of communism, an ideology opposed to human rights and thus threatening 
to the kind of world peace desired by Americans.31 In December 1949, the 
same month as the Khabarovsk trials, Truman proclaimed “International 
Human Rights Day” with great publicity.32 

It is evident that by late 1949, the norms of human rights and 
national security have once again established an intricate relationship. In 
response to the Khabarovsk charges, the norm of human rights was 
manipulated in a way that adheres to the goals of national security. By 
presenting communism and human rights as diametrically opposed to 
each other, communism was presented as a “false ideology” that opposes 
world peace and lacks legitimacy. In the rejection of Khabarovsk findings, 
an allusion to Stalinist show trials and Communist propaganda is a pow-
erful reference to the nature of the Soviet state as an opponent of human 
rights, and thus an enemy of all of humanity and world peace. This refer-
ence to human rights served the important purpose of delegitimizing 
Soviet claims. In this way, American policymakers used the norm of 
human rights to shift attention away from what the claims were, to who 
made those claims. In this case, the fact that the trials have been carried 
out by the Soviet Union itself was powerful enough to delegitimize its 
validity. In this sense, the normative aspect of human rights was set 
against what was presented as the anti-humanitarian, “false ideology” of 
communism. This manipulation allowed the Americans to justify their 
attack on the validity of Khabarovsk charges, which ultimately served the 
purpose of the demands of national security. 
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C O N C LU S I O N 
As a result of American actions, Unit 731 war criminals, to this day, have not 
been brought to justice. These military scientists have taken up high ranks in 
Japanese academic and political circles.33 Currently, legal battles are still 
being fought between those searching for justice and compensation for Unit 
731 victims and those who escaped punishment. These situations lead back to 
a central question: why did the world’s greatest power, while proclaiming to 
be the champion of human rights and upholder of humanitarian values, 
engage in a deliberate cover-up of some of the most atrocious crimes against 
humanity? The limited volume of existing historiography has mainly focused 
on the importance of national security dictated by Cold War tensions. This 
conclusion, though factually accurate, misses an important point. American 
actions did not occur in a normative vacuum, and forces in the international 
arena, such as the rising prominence of human rights, are far from irrelevant. 
While the role of human rights as a norm has changed throughout the course 
of American actions, it was always present. The constant existence of human 
rights in influencing American actions did not mean, however, that they actu-
ally led to a greater protection of human rights. Often deviating from its orig-
inal purpose, the case of Unit 731 shows first and foremost that the normative 
basis of the human rights norm is highly malleable. This paper sought to pro-
vide a more complete explanation of otherwise inconceivable American 
actions by tracing the evolution of the intricate relationship between the two 
norms of national security and human rights. The case of Unit 731 can recip-
rocally provide valuable insights into the nature and role of norms like human 
rights and national security play in shaping states’ interests and actions. Most 
importantly, this discussion aimed to broaden the context in which this his-
torical case is often examined, and open up an opportunity for further debate. 
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President John F. Kennedy (JFK) was widely loved by the American people 
and heavily engaged in the direction of foreign policy. Vice President 
Lyndon B. Johnson assumed the presidency after Kennedy was assassinated, 
and he was a distinctly different leader. Johnson made a number of mean-
ingful alterations to American policy commitments. Historians have long 
debated how much these deviated from decisions Kennedy would have 
made. Perhaps the most popular of these questions surrounds the Vietnam 
War. Johnson escalated American involvement in Vietnam in 1964 following 
a series of aggressive incidents in the Gulf of Tonkin. Many historians won-
der if Kennedy would have taken the same steps, considering the declining 
situation in Vietnam at the end of 1963. This paper will attempt to resolve if 
John F. Kennedy would have committed further American aid and personnel 
to Vietnam after the fall of 1963. This paper will establish that a particular 
set of principals guided Kennedy’s policy in Vietnam: the president was 
willing to commit American resources to Vietnam if he believed a political 
victory remained possible, but was staunchly opposed to doing so if the 
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political situation was in decline. Following, this paper will examine four 
major policies that escalated American commitments in Vietnam, and 
establish that Kennedy endorsed them with considerable reluctance, and 
only because he believed that a political victory remained possible and the 
use of American resources would not be in vain. Lastly, this paper will estab-
lish that the autumn of 1963 and death of Ngo Dinh Diem shattered 
Kennedy’s confidence in the political situation in South Vietnam. This anal-
ysis will largely focus on an analysis of primary documentation and written 
record to establish its conclusions. This analysis will attempt to avoid spec-
ulating on unofficial spoken rhetoric (press interviews, etc.), and instead 
offer insights predominantly based on rhetoric enshrined in policy or offi-
cial documentation. Based on this structure of analysis and evidence pro-
vided, this paper will conclude that John F. Kennedy was not certain of the 
stability of the political situation in South Vietnam after the death of Ngo 
Dinh Diem and, considerate of the principals that guided his foreign policy, 
and all prior decisions in Vietnam, it is highly unlikely that Kennedy would 
have committed further American resources and personnel to South 
Vietnam after 1963.

In John F. Kennedy’s 1961 inaugural address he declared that the 
United States would “pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, 
support any friend, oppose any foe to assure the survival and success of 
liberty.”1 This statement had resounding implications on his foreign policy. 
Kennedy became a vocal figurehead for an American policy to combat and 
curtail the expansion of Communist spheres of influence. This “Kennedy 
Doctrine” was a decidedly “us-versus-them” conceptualization of global 
politics. Famed historian George C. Herring emphasizes the importance of 
international credibility to the Kennedy administration. The “Kennedy 
Doctrine” conceptualized global political conflicts as arenas that produced 
distinct “victors” and “losers.” John F. Kennedy emphasized the importance 
of the United States’ credibility to its allies and American “victory” in these 
arenas was a guiding principal of his foreign policy.2

John F. Kennedy was deeply involved in the direction of his foreign 
policy. The president assembled large conglomerates of intellectuals and 
industrialists into policy think tanks. These “whiz kids,” as they were popu-
larly known, played a major role in directing policy. The Kennedy adminis-
tration became recognized for a committee-style of decision making. 
However, regardless of this structural arrangement, it is critical to note that 
many historians believe Kennedy remained the most essential figure in 
defining the direction of foreign policy. David Halberstam argues that 
Kennedy effectively acted as his own secretary of state and attempted to 
engage closely with every major foreign policy decision. He trusted his own 
judgment more closely than any of his “whiz kids,” and the ultimate 
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direction of foreign policy was his to define.3 It is critical that this paper 
emphasize that Kennedy, regardless of this structural relationship with his 
advisors, had supreme agency in the decision-making process. Therefore, an 
analysis of the president as an individual within the policy process is essen-
tial to answering the questions this paper hopes to address. No other figure 
directed Kennedy’s decision-making as closely as himself.

Kennedy was familiar with the history of Vietnam. As a congressman 
and senator in the early 1950s, Kennedy was a vocal critic of Western policy 
in French Indochina (Vietnam). He travelled to Southeast Asia in 1951 and 
reported on the state of the French colonial administration in Indochina. 
Kennedy suggested the French must “give clear indication that, despite their 
gallantry, they are fighting not merely for themselves, but for the sake of 
strengthening a non-Communist native government.”4 He argued that the 
French could not maintain political order and defeat the rise of communism 
“only through reliance on force of arms.”5 JFK expanded on his arguments in 
a 1954 address to the Senate, turning attention towards the beginnings of 
American support for Ngo Dinh Diem in South Vietnam. He suggested that 
a pro-western and democratic government required the popular “support of 
the native peoples”6 to survive in Vietnam; and “to pour money, material, 
and men into the jungles of Indochina” without at least a remote prospect 
of victory would be dangerously futile and self-destructive.7 

Kennedy inherited a complex and precarious situation in South 
Vietnam in 1961. In the year prior, a full-scale civil war erupted when an 
organized National Liberation Front emerged in Southern Vietnam. These 
“Viet Cong” opposed the democratic government of President Ngo Dinh 
Diem. Kennedy’s predecessor, President Dwight D. Eisenhower, had estab-
lished a major relationship with Diem and funneled hundreds of millions of 
dollars of foreign aid to South Vietnam. Diem was a difficult man and the 
emergence of the Viet Cong was a telling sign of his political popularity. 
Nonetheless, the political consensus was that Diem remained “the best 
hope for defeating the Viet Cong threat.”8 Kennedy maintained American 
support for Diem when he came in to office. 

With consideration of Kennedy’s background on Vietnam and general 
foreign policy “doctrine,” the choice to maintain American support for Diem 
distinguishes a lot about Kennedy’s feelings about Vietnam going forward 
into 1961. If Kennedy believed that Vietnam would be “won” or “lost,” in 
accordance with the “Kennedy Doctrine”; and that supporting a regime in 
Vietnam without the prospect of victory was futile, this decision marks that 
Kennedy still believed in the potential of a democratic victory in Vietnam. 
Additionally, Kennedy’s remarks about the French colonial administration 
in Vietnam imply that he had a particular vision of a strategy for Vietnam. 
Arthur Schlesinger argues that Kennedy believed the “main communist 
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reliance in the coming period would be on neither nuclear nor conventional 
but on guerilla war”9 and that Kennedy believed that guerilla warfare, like 
that in Vietnam, could only be combated “by a flexibility and mobility that 
matched the guerillas themselves.”10 Kennedy believed that guerilla war was 
a political, not a military, conflict. The president believed that “the Viet 
Cong could never be defeated unless the Saigon regime could enlist the sup-
port of the peasants.” To do so “depended on swift and sure intelligence 
[and collaboration] from the countryside.” 11 Taken together, these sugges-
tions and inferences define the direction Kennedy had chosen to pursue in 
Vietnam. Kennedy would support the Diem regime in a political and mili-
tary contest with the Viet Cong. However, Kennedy placed a distinct empha-
sis on the political war. The president endeavored to expand the political 
influence of Diem and fortify his base of support. Kennedy would not sup-
port the military campaign if he believed the political situation was crum-
bling, or would not succeed.

Throughout 1961–1963 the John F. Kennedy administration mas-
sively expanded financial aid to Vietnam as well as American advisory per-
sonnel on the ground in Vietnam. By November 1963, the Kennedy admin-
istration had increased American advisory personnel in South Vietnam 
from Eisenhower’s nine hundred advisors, to a total of sixteen thousand. 
This massive escalation implies that Kennedy was open to expanding the 
American war in Vietnam. However, the Kennedy administration never 
made a commitment of combat soldiers to Vietnam. This paper will examine 
four major “escalation policies” for Vietnam: National Security Action 
Memorandum (NSAM) 52, NSAM 65, NSAM 111, and the establishment of 
the Strategic Hamlet Program in 1962. This paper will distinguish that 
Kennedy was willing to endorse escalation with military provisions if he 
believed they would positively impact the political contest in South 
Vietnam. Despite the perceived military connotation of his escalation, 
Kennedy never intended to deviate from a politically oriented strategy in 
South Vietnam and did not intend to endorse sending American combat 
troops to South Vietnam at any point.

In National Security Action Memorandum (NSAM) 52 Kennedy for-
mally endorsed a “Program of Action to Prevent Communist Domination of 
South Vietnam,”12 proposed and developed during the spring of 1961. NSAM 
52 endorsed an “assessment of the military utility of a further increase in 
G.V.N forces from one hundred seventy thousand to two hundred thou-
sand,”13 and approved “specific military actions [outlined] at the National 
Security Council Meeting on April 29,”14 referring to a sizeable increase of 
American personnel in Vietnam that included stationing US Special Forces 
soldiers in Vietnam for training operations. John Newman argues that 
Kennedy’s approval of NSAM 52 had “far-reaching” implications and was 
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the “most substantial step yet towards deepening American involvement in 
the war.”15 National Security Action Memorandum 52 seemingly began to 
lock President Kennedy into a militarily oriented commitment in South 
Vietnam. However, an examination of Kennedy’s role in the development of 
NSAM 52 clearly shows that the president was reluctant to move forward 
with the provisions of the document. 

NSAM 52 was an evolution of the “Basic Counterinsurgency Plan for 
Vietnam” presented by Brigadier General Edward G. Lansdale and endorsed 
by Kennedy earlier that year. Lansdale established a precedent for many of 
the provisions made within NSAM 52. The general recommended financial 
support for a massive increase to Diem’s Army of the Republic of Vietnam 
(ARVN) of twenty thousand men. Lansdale offered a troubling assessment 
of the political climate in South Vietnam and argued that it would require 
“extraordinary” social, political, and military reforms to combat the Viet 
Cong insurgency. Kennedy responded to Lansdale’s recommendation of a 
force increase by asking, “if the situation in Vietnam was now so serious […] 
why the recruitment of troops and the training of police […] would be of any 
use.”16 The president doubted the efficacy of increasing security forces to 
combat political dissent, likening the temporary benefits of increasing secu-
rity to “taking a drink. The effect wears off, and you have to take another.”17 
The president was reluctant to endorse a relationship where the United 
States funded force increases while the political situation dwindled.

In the weeks prior to the signing of NSAM 52, a deep divide erupted 
between the president and his Joint Chiefs of Staff. In April, Kennedy was pub-
lically humiliated by the failure of the Bay of Pigs invasion in Cuba. The presi-
dent lost faith in his military advisors and became reluctant to endorse new 
military commitments. However, simultaneously, the public failure of the inci-
dent conditioned with the administration’s commitment to global credibility 
created an impetus to “take a stand somewhere,”18 possibly Vietnam. Kennedy 
was uncertain of what course he should follow, but required convincing before 
he was willing to commit the United States further to South Vietnam.

Kennedy sent Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson on a fact-finding mis-
sion to South Vietnam. Johnson met with President Diem in Saigon. The 
vice president was confident in Diem and boldly declared the South 
Vietnamese president the “Winston Churchill of Asia.”19 The vice president 
cabled Washington arguing that “it was by no means inevitable [Vietnam] 
be lost,” and “the country can be saved—if we move quickly and wisely.”20 
Johnson’s assessment was rash, but it exuded the kind of certifiable confi-
dence and prospects of victory that Kennedy required to endorse further 
American support in South Vietnam. 

With some degree of certainty in the state of the political climate in 
South Vietnam, Kennedy was willing to approve the funding and force 



56

THE UNDERGRADUATE JOURNAL OF AMERICAN STUDIES

CHRISTOPHER MCGOEY

increases outlined in NSAM 52. The president conditioned his approval 
“subject to amendments or revisions which he may wish to make,”21 indicat-
ing that he was not entirely in support of the direction NSAM 52 established 
in Vietnam, but was willing to move forward so long as he remained confi-
dent in the political climate. 

In the summer months following NSAM 52, the Viet Cong campaign 
escalated rapidly. ARVN casualties in the field almost exceeded the first 
force increases provided for by US aid. David Halberstam was embedded in 
South Vietnam and reported, “The government situation in the countryside 
was extremely shaky.” He suggested the “Government army was ill-prepared 
to fight back” against the Viet Cong, as “it lacked the mobility to catch the 
elusive guerillas; it was disorganized and […] the Army lacked leadership 
and lacked a will to fight.”22 These devastating reports suggested that some 
kind immediate change was needed in Saigon to turn the tide of the war 
back in the favor of Diem.

Kennedy dispatched a team of economists and policy experts to South 
Vietnam to assess Diem’s regime. They were to assess which areas of Diem’s 
policy were in need of reform to turn the tide of the war. Led by Dr. Eugene 
Staley, the team reported on their findings in July. The crumbling military 
situation in South Vietnam framed many of their observations and led the 
team to produce suggestions that predominantly favoured increasing US aid 
to South Vietnam. Kennedy was openly negative in his reading of the report. 
He insisted, “facts need to be checked.”23 The president demanded a second 
opinion and insisted that someone “well known to him”24 visit South 
Vietnam to develop an alternate appraisal. Kennedy’s reception implies that 
he did not want to increase American commitments to Vietnam—perhaps 
known to those close to him—and that he had hoped this mission would 
provide a substantive strategy that could halt the rising tide in Washington 
to send in American troops. 

The failure of the Staley mission to produce a substantive alternate 
strategy left few alternatives for Kennedy. In order to ensure the security of 
the Diem regime and American credibility amidst the increasing Viet Cong 
action, he would need to supplement the military aid provided under NSAM 
52. Kennedy authorized National Security Action Memorandum 65 in 
August. The NSAM provided further “equipment and assistance in train-
ing”25 for the thirty thousand man increase to the ARVN. The nature of this 
assistance was left somewhat ambiguous. This rhetorical ambiguity was 
likely a compromise. The NSAM allowed for the necessary security provi-
sions to be put in place, and gave the Joint Chiefs some elasticity to define 
how and what equipment and assistance to provide. However, the president 
conditioned that this aid would not include US troops in active combat rolls 
and stipulated that this document ensured that the force level of the ARVN 
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for the next year had a hard cap at two hundred thousand men. This served 
to appease both Kennedy and his Joint Chiefs, while Kennedy’s specific con-
ditions allowed him to remain in control of and fundamentally limit force 
increases at a hard cap. With these provisions, security was temporarily 
secured, but Kennedy was clearly reluctant to continue following this trend, 
“like taking a drink.”26

Kennedy selected General Maxwell Taylor—someone “well-known” to 
the president—to lead a fact-finding mission in South Vietnam that October. 
The selection of Taylor, specifically, highlighted the direction Kennedy 
wanted to pursue in Vietnam. Kennedy had recently appointed Taylor as the 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. The president believed Taylor was 
unlike most of his military counterparts. Kennedy respected Taylor as “an 
expert on unconventional warfare” and respected him as “an intellectual 
who quoted Thucydides.”27 Kennedy, who this paper has established believed 
guerilla warfare was the most critical contest of the Cold War, clearly 
selected Taylor intentionally. According to Kennedy’s appraisal of the 
General, Taylor was more likely to produce an “unconventional” strategy for 
South Vietnam. By appointing Taylor, the president believed he could break 
the trend of recommendations of military force increases and establish a 
new strategy that reflected his own wishes. 

The instructions Kennedy issued to Taylor made the president’s 
intent quite clear. Kennedy dictated: “While the military part of the problem 
is of great importance in South Vietnam, its political, social, and economic 
elements are equally significant and I shall expect your appraisal and your 
recommendations to take full account of them.”28 Arthur Schlesinger argues 
that Kennedy’s instructions were a reflection the criteria Kennedy used to 
assess the French administration in Indochina on his 1951 trip.29 Kennedy 
was clear that he wanted Taylor to establish if a “solid foundation [still] 
existed for additional US aid.”30 Kennedy was clearly becoming aware of at 
least some parallels between the present South Vietnamese government 
and the French colonial administration from his own trip and was intent on 
determining “whether Vietnamese nationalism had turned irrevocably 
against us”—as it had with the French—“or still might serve as the basis for 
the fight against communism.”31 It is unlikely that Kennedy, as he became 
aware of parallels to the French system—that he had condemned for its 
attempts to use military force to combat a political problem—was likely to 
endorse any policy that he perceived to be similar.

John Newman argues that, despite Kennedy’s clear and distinct 
instructions, Taylor “came back to Kennedy with the same old combat 
troops solution, spruced up with a humanitarian cover.”32 In his final report, 
Taylor recommended the “prompt introduction of a flood relief task force,”33 
composed of “US military forces.”34 This “flood relief” force was a poorly 
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disguised petition for the introduction of American combat troops. Taylor 
came to this recommendation after meeting with Ngo Dinh Diem, who sug-
gested that he could not maintain his security objectives for the coming 
months without the aid of American combat troops. The gravity of this pro-
nouncement resonated with Taylor. The general believed that combat 
troops were necessary to maintain American interests. The flood season 
provided the perfect cover to put American combat troops in the field, as 
“flood relief workers,” without any major political fallout. In addition to 
these troops, Taylor recommended the provision of “US military helicopters 
up to about three companies” to improve the mobility of the ARVN forces. 
The ARVN lacked any substantial compliment of pilots, so this recommen-
dation inherently involved the commitment of a company of American 
pilots to staff helicopter wings. Taylor insisted on immediacy of action and 
warned that “the possibility of emphasizing the humanitarian mission will 
wane”35 if Kennedy waited.

Kennedy received Taylor’s report dishearteningly. Taylor had, 
throughout the rest of his report, addressed the social, political, and eco-
nomic problems of South Vietnam, but his military suggestions obscured 
any really substantive consideration of these elements. David Halberstam 
argues that Taylor categorically failed to live up to Kennedy’s expectations 
as an original thinker.36 Kennedy immediately sought a second opinion, 
making his disapproval of Taylor’s recommendations, as well as suggestions 
to introduce combat troops, quite clear. 

The president asked John Kenneth Galbraith, the American ambassa-
dor to India and a political expert on Southeast Asia, to assess the situation 
in South Vietnam. Galbraith argued that the United States was “married to a 
failure”37 in Ngo Dinh Diem. This statement almost certainly shook 
Kennedy’s confidence in Vietnam, but it also highlighted that the president 
could do very little to escape the ties to its credibility in Vietnam if the 
administration pursued withdrawal. 

Kennedy approved National Security Action Memorandum 111 in 
November. NSAM 111 endorsed Taylor’s “flood relief” recommendations, 
with some edits. Robert McNamara drafted and edited the document. 
McNamara described the editing process as an effort to ensure that the 
NSAM was what “Kennedy wanted to hear.” The document ensured that 
“flood relief” soldiers were deployed in a purely support and logistical 
capacity and “that the decision to commit major ground forces could be 
deferred.”38 McNamara’s final edit also removed any rhetorical commit-
ments to “preventing the fall of South Vietnam to Communism.”39 The 
Action Memorandum was titled the “First Phase of [the] Viet-Nam 
Program.”40 These edits, if they reflected what the president wanted to hear, 
were telling of his personal motives. Kennedy was reluctant to endorse 
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further commitments, but felt that he had to in order to protect American 
credibility. This NSAM would ensure temporary security, but allowed the 
president to defer—and possibly never authorize—combat troops to 
Vietnam. For all intents and purposes, this NSAM was the beginning of 
Kennedy’s major personnel commitments to Vietnam, but the title sug-
gested that Kennedy was actively searching for a “second” and decidedly 
different way to combat the mounting pressures in Vietnam. 

Kennedy sent Roger Hilsman, the director of the Bureau of Intelligence 
and Research, to Saigon after he signed NSAM 111. He was to investigate and 
develop a strategy that could counter the political influence of the Viet Cong. 
Hilsman met with Sir Robert Thompson in Saigon. Thompson described the 
success of British forces that combated guerillas in Malaya through the 
“relocation of peasants into fortified villages.”41 Thompson inspired Hilsman 
to propose a “Strategic Concept for South Vietnam”42 oriented around this 
strategy. Hilsman proposed that the Vietnamese peasantry should be col-
lected into “Strategic Hamlets”: “each strategic village will be protected by a 
ditch and a fence of barbed wire. It will include one or more observation 
towers […] the area immediately around the village will be cleared for fields 
of fire and the area approaching the clearing, including the ditch, will be 
strewn with booby-traps.”43 Hilsman believed that the program would solve 
numerous problems in South Vietnam. The hamlets could provide modern, 
industrial amenities to the impoverished peasantry and physically separate 
them from contact with the Viet Cong. In principal, the program would 
attempt to separate the peasantry, both physically and ideologically.

Kennedy quickly adopted Hilsman’s Strategic Hamlet Program as the 
“second phase” of his Vietnam program. The Strategic Hamlet Program rep-
resented the kind of unorthodox strategy that Kennedy hoped Taylor would 
have produced. Hilsman’s recommendations combined the principals of the 
“Kennedy Doctrine,” to better the lives of populations that lived in impov-
erished “villages and huts,”44 with specific, practical recommendations for 
South Vietnam. When Lyndon Johnson visited Saigon, he described the 
greatest social problems plaguing South Vietnam as “hunger, ignorance, 
poverty and disease.”45 Hilsman endorsed this program as a way to combat 
these problems directly. On the whole, resettlement of the rural populace 
would allow Diem to form a new “socio-political base”46 among the peas-
antry, the demographic most at risk of adopting Viet Cong sympathies. 
Kennedy endorsed the program in early February 1962 and it was almost 
immediately implemented in South Vietnam. The first Hamlets were com-
pleted in early April. 

Reports throughout much of 1962 and 1963 suggested that the 
Strategic Hamlet Program was a rave success. Ngo Dinh Nhu, the president’s 
brother, “made the strategic Hamlet Program his personal project.”47 Nhu 
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“published glowing reports of spectacular success” that American advisors 
received “uncritically,”48 and passed along to Washington. With these rave 
reports, the United States committed the majority of its efforts in Vietnam 
to the Hamlet Program for the next two years. By the end of 1962, Robert 
McNamara suggested, “every quantitative measurement we have shows 
we’re winning this war.”49 Arthur Schlesinger argues that Kennedy, “who 
had other matters on his mind, accepted the cheerful reports from men in 
whom he had great confidence,”50 uncritically. Faced with glowing reports 
that suggested his politically oriented strategy was succeeding, Kennedy 
announced in his 1963 State of the Union address that, “the spear point of 
aggression has been blunted in South Vietnam.”51

The Strategic Hamlet Program is now widely recognized as a failed 
initiative, but it was not until quite late in 1963 that the Kennedy adminis-
tration began to realize that the system was failing. Robert McNamara met 
with Ngo Dinh Diem in the fall of 1963 to address a rising tide of political 
unrest in the countryside. A potent opposition had arisen to Diem among 
South Vietnam’s Buddhists. The situation gained international attention 
when Thich Quang Doc, a Buddhist monk, set himself on fire, burning in the 
middle of Saigon.52 In their meeting, Diem suggested that he was willingly 
allowing for a large number of the Strategic Hamlets to fail. “If two fell, 
eight others would survive and grow stronger,”53 was his way of thinking. 
These statements, combined with Diem’s insistence to combat the Buddhists 
with force, shook the Kennedy administration’s confidence in the 
Vietnamese president. It became clear that Diem himself was possibly the 
greatest problem for American interests in Vietnam and the United States 
was invested in a failing military situation.

Journalist Homer Bigart had famously described the American com-
mitment to Vietnam as one where the United States would “sink or swim”54 
with Ngo Dinh Diem. As Kenneth Galbraith had suggested, the United States 
had oriented the vast majority of its strategy around the figure of Diem and, 
as the fall of 1963 was making abundantly apparent, Diem was crumbling. 
David Halberstam argued that the Buddhist resentment of Diem repre-
sented more than just a religious conflict: “it was also a protest against an 
authoritarian regime […] a conflict between the have and have-nots, but 
more than anything else it seemed to me a conflict between twentieth-cen-
tury Asians and the generation that preceded them.”55 Diem became a fig-
urehead of Vietnamese uncertainty and a punching bag for critics of Western 
democracy—by extension, the United States. Halberstam reported that 
many Buddhist circles, encouraged by the growing tide of popular resent-
ment towards Diem were preparing to orchestrate a gesture that would 
bring down the Diem government—“we shall throw them a banana peel for 
them to fall on.”56
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Ngo Dinh Diem was assassinated on November 2 1963. This came as 
a shock to Kennedy and provided a potent realization of the crumbling 
American stake in Vietnam. Arthur Schlesinger suggests that Kennedy 
genuinely believed that Diem was the best—perhaps only—hope for 
South Vietnam. Throughout the summer of 1963, American advisors had 
pleaded with Diem to rethink his brutal and authoritarian tactics in deal-
ing with the Buddhists. Even as the crisis in the fall reached a boiling 
point, Kennedy believed that Diem’s political identity could be salvaged. 
When the president heard that Diem had been deposed in a coup and 
executed, Schlesinger reports that Kennedy “stormed” out of the Oval 
Office, dejected and defeated.57 The assassination was almost certainly a 
realization that the American effort in Vietnam, as Kennedy had seen it, 
was doomed. 

The parallels to the French colonial administration that Kennedy cri-
tiqued were all too apparent. In practice, the Strategic Hamlet Program 
lacked “any political component.”58 The Hamlets only served to enhance the 
division between the rural peasantry and urban elite. David Halberstam 
condemned the hamlets as “a gentleman’s agreement with the Vietcong” 
that were “providing a vacuum in which the guerillas could work.”59 
Galbraith had warned Kennedy that he would “bleed as the French did” in 
Vietnam.60 Kennedy was almost certainly afraid of repeating the mistakes 
that he condemned the French for.

Some evidence suggests that Kennedy began to contemplate with-
drawal from Vietnam in his last days in office. Robert McNamara pre-
sented a report suggesting that “it should be possible to withdraw the 
bulk of US personnel” by 1965 and that the administration could consider 
plans to “withdraw one thousand personnel by the end of 1963.”61 These 
recommendations were deeply unpopular, but John Newman suggests 
that Kennedy fiercely defended the thousand-man withdrawal idea.62 
Lyndon Johnson effectively halted this course in 1964. It remains difficult 
to discern if Kennedy really intended to withdraw American support 
entirely by 1965, however, as this paper has established, Kennedy was 
clearly strongly averse to any plans that would further commit American 
financial and military investment to South Vietnam. Kennedy likely real-
ized the hypocrisy of his role in establishing policy in Vietnam that so 
closely resembled the French. The death of Diem represented the defeat 
of Kennedy’s political ambitions in Vietnam. It is almost certifiable that 
Kennedy would not have endorsed introducing combat troops to Vietnam. 
This paper established that Kennedy was willing to endorse expanded 
commitments to Vietnam, only when he believed they ascribed to a par-
ticular set of principles that he believed would aid the political situation 
under Ngo Dinh Diem. “To pour money, material, and men into the 
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jungles of Indochina,”63 in an attempt to remedy the political vacuum left 
by the death of Diem would go against every decision and principal 
Kennedy had acted on in Vietnam. 

Before this paper concludes, it is necessary to define and attend to 
some areas it has not addressed. The issue at the core of this paper has aroused 
almost unparalleled speculation in American history. The absolute wealth of 
arguments surrounding Kennedy and Vietnam are truly impossible to address 
in the space of twenty pages. For the sake of brevity, the author chose to limit 
the scope of this thesis to address a practical question: how likely Kennedy 
was to introduce further American aid and personnel to Vietnam after 1963. 
This is a meaningful distinction that allowed for this analysis to avoid a great 
deal of counterfactual speculation. Moreover, this paper chose to focus on a 
handful of key decisions and documents to support its conclusion. This paper 
acknowledges that a number of statements were recorded that suggested 
Kennedy wanted to expand the effort in Vietnam. It is difficult to certify how 
well Kennedy’s public statements communicated his real intentions in 
Vietnam. Much of what he said publically was intended for political maneu-
vering. This paper chose not to focus on these personal details and instead 
consider formal policies, where the written historical record could certify 
Kennedy’s approval—as well as any formal conditions of approval. The author 
believes that this was the best way to approach this question. 

In conclusion, this paper has established that it is highly unlikely that 
John F. Kennedy would have committed further American resources to 
Vietnam after the autumn of 1963. Certain principals guided Kennedy’s for-
eign policy decisions. The president was heavily influenced by a sense of 
duty to American credibility abroad, but was aware that the efficacy of 
American intervention had limits. In every decision to escalate American 
commitments to Vietnam from 1961–1963, Kennedy clearly exhibited a 
reluctance to commit further resources unless he was certain of some degree 
of political stability in South Vietnam, and unless he believed that some 
prospect for victory still existed. The administration placed a considerable 
degree of confidence in Ngo Dinh Diem. Kennedy remained personally con-
fident in Diem until the autumn of 1963. Diem’s callous responses to domes-
tic instability in South Vietnam were clear warning signs. Diem was assassi-
nated in November 1963. It is almost certifiable that this event shattered 
Kennedy’s confidence in the political stability of South Vietnam. The poten-
tial for a US-backed South Vietnamese victory seemed slim. Considering 
how reluctant Kennedy was to commit American resources unless he was 
certain that there was some political stability, and some prospects for vic-
tory, it is highly unlikely he would have committed further resources to 
South Vietnam after the death of Diem. To do so would go against the prin-
cipals that guided every prior decision in Vietnam.
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I N T RO D U CT I O N:  NIXON’S CHINA GAMBIT
By the time of his presidential inauguration in 1969, Richard Nixon’s 
anti-communist credentials were impeccable. He had built his political rep-
utation on taking a tough stand against communism, both as a member of 
Congress and as vice president. Yet it was Nixon, as president, who was 
instrumental in establishing America’s relationship with a major commu-
nist power, the People’s Republic of China. Many have argued that only 
Nixon could have gone to China because any liberal politician would have 
been attacked for being soft on communism. Why, then, did Nixon break 
with the approach taken by successive administrations, both Democratic 
and Republican, to isolate China on the world stage? Why did such an ardent 
anti-communist like Nixon seek to pursue reconciliation with such a radical 
regime? The reality was that Nixon, at his core, was a realist. As president, 
he chose to focus on national security and power politics over ideology. 
Along with his national security advisor, Henry Kissinger, Nixon believed 
that America could use a new relationship with China in order to 
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fundamentally alter the Cold War dynamic to the benefit of the United 
States. In light of the rift that had developed in the communist world 
between the Soviet Union and China, Nixon and Kissinger believed that the 
time was ripe to take advantage of what Kissinger called triangular diplo-
macy. The administration believed that if the United States could build a 
closer relationship with both Moscow and Beijing than they had with each 
other, they could induce concessions from both sides and serve as the indis-
pensable power on the world stage. The impetus for closer relations came 
through inciting fear in both Moscow and Beijing that the United States 
would ally with the other communist power, and provoking anxiety in China 
that a Soviet military offensive was imminent, making cooperation with the 
Americans seem essential. The administration also sought to elevate 
China’s status on the world stage to position it as a counterforce to the 
Soviet Union, thereby preventing a hegemon from dominating the commu-
nist world. This narrative fits perfectly with more traditional explanations 
for the Sino-American rapprochement. While Nixon’s public explanation 
focused primarily on the need to bring China out of its “angry isolation,”1 
China would have to be reintegrated into the international system if the 
United States was to elevate its status and use China as a counterforce to 
Soviet power. In addition, the desire to take advantage of China diplomati-
cally, including over Vietnam, is directly connected to the need to turn 
China into a cooperative world power. Finally, the White House also recog-
nized that China’s rise as an economic and nuclear power was inevitable, 
and decided to help elevate China’s status sooner to further divide the com-
munist world. Thus, while Nixon’s public explanations for America’s rap-
prochement with China focused on pragmatism, there can be no doubt that 
America’s primary motivation for ending its diplomatic freeze with China 
was carefully calculated self-interest.

N I XO N’S P R I M A RY O B J ECT I V E: 
DÉTENTE, A NEW WORLD ORDER, AND 
TRIANGULAR DIPLOMACY 
Kissinger’s memoirs indicate that triangular diplomacy was the most 
important factor in the Nixon administration’s decision to reestablish bilat-
eral relations with mainland China. The Nixon administration’s vision of 
triangular diplomacy in Cold War relations between the United States, 
Soviet Union, and China embodies an intensely realist approach to interna-
tional relations. In essence, Nixon and Kissinger believed that if the 
American government could have a closer relationship with both the Soviet 
Union and China than they had with each other, the two Communist powers 
would have a strong incentive to deal constructively with the United States.2 
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According to Kissinger, “in a subtle triangle of relations between 
Washington, Beijing, and Moscow, we improve the possibilities of accom-
modations with each as we increase our options toward both.”3 Such a sce-
nario was only made possible by the bitter relationship that had emerged 
between the Soviet Union and China in the early 1960s. While historians 
have competing ideas about what caused the split, there is a general con-
sensus that by the time the Nixon administration came to power in 1969, 
relations between the Soviet Union and China had reached a new low. This 
antagonism provided Nixon and his aides with the best opportunity to 
exploit the Sino-Soviet division and change the dynamic of the Cold War 
since China fell to communism in 1949.4 

Before establishing relations with China, Nixon had already begun to 
transform America’s foreign policy. His strategic plan was conducive to a 
shift on China because of the three key tenets of the administration’s for-
eign policy: it was realist and would relentlessly pursue America’s national 
interests, it did not favour any conflict among the world’s major powers, and 
it was anti-hegemonic, and therefore sought to elevate a Soviet-hostile 
China as a counterforce to the power of the Soviet Union.5 The idea of purs-
ing closer relations with both the Soviet Union and China was consistent 
with President Nixon’s policy of détente, which sought to reduce interna-
tional tensions and introduce a “stable structure of peace” to the interna-
tional system.6 While diplomatic relations between the United States and 
Soviet Union had existed in one form or another throughout the Cold War, 
no bilateral relationship had existed between the United States and main-
land China since 1949. Nixon believed that a stable and less antagonistic 
international order was necessary in a post-Vietnam era, in which America 
could no longer “impose its…will on East Asia,”7 nor be the world’s police-
man entering into any conflict to halt communist expansionism. Part of 
that stability meant balancing the influence of China against that of the 
Soviet Union, and keeping the both states focused on the military threat 
each posed to the other. However, such a scenario would necessitate an 
antagonistic relationship between the two powers, and the further deterio-
ration of Sino-Soviet relations in the late 1960s helped to facilitate a trian-
gular relationship and the anti-hegemonic goals that the Nixon White 
House had envisioned for the communist world. 

Sino-Soviet relations worsened further in 1979, and it was this situa-
tion that the Nixon administration would come to exploit and use to 
advance triangular diplomacy. In 1969 there were several military clashes 
on the Sino-Soviet border, and Brezhnev’s heavy handed approach in 
Czechoslovakia in 1968 heightened fears that the Soviets might invade 
mainland China.8 China would ultimately be forced to embrace the United 
States to balance against the perceived Soviet threat, which the Americans 
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continually emphasized. Kissinger contends that this was the moment in 
which he envisioned the true potential of triangular diplomacy.9 The full 
extent of the rift between the Soviet Union and China was revealed in 1969, 
when Mao’s self-appointed successor, Lin Biao, announced to the Communist 
Party leadership that the United States and Soviet Union represented an 
equal threat to the security of the People’s Republic. Both Nixon and 
Kissinger recognized the speech’s importance, and saw it as a signal that 
China’s leadership might be willing to shift their approach toward the 
United States.10 Triangular diplomacy could only succeed if the Chinese saw 
the Soviets and Americans as equal threats, and Lin’s speech indicated that 
that was the case. This appeared to be the opening for triangular diplomacy 
that the administration had been hoping for. As one intelligence briefing 
suggested to Nixon in 1969, “the deepening strains between Moscow and 
Beijing would send both adversaries running to America’s doorstep.”11

The Nixon administration was ultimately very successful in taking 
advantage of triangular diplomacy in the early 1970s, as both the Soviet 
Union and China made conciliatory gestures toward the United States after 
Nixon’s initial outreach to Beijing. Due to Nixon’s overtures, “never again 
would an important decision be made in Moscow, Beijing, or Washington 
without the leaders …factoring in the consequences for all three.”12 After 
Kissinger’s first visit to China was made public, a nervous leadership in the 
Kremlin became more cooperative with Washington. The China shift was 
quickly “paying dividends,” as the Soviets “responded to the Sino-American 
rapprochement by being more forthcoming about the US-USSR summit and 
other negotiations, such as those over Berlin” and arms reduction.13 14 The 
shift in the Soviet approach was largely due to a “paranoia over China” 
among the Soviet leadership,15 and there was a “clear implication…that 
Moscow was paying for ‘diddling’ [with] Nixon,” as their lack of initial coop-
eration led Nixon straight toward Beijing.16 The Nixon administration would 
come to devote “the months following the China summit to negotiations 
with the Soviet Union about Berlin, SALT, Vietnam, and the Soviet-American 
summit.”17 The American rapprochement with China therefore clearly 
played a role in driving the Soviets back to the bargaining table. As Nixon 
himself said to his chief of staff in 1971, “the whole Chinese operation…was 
about the Russian Game.”18 

The Americans were even more successful in playing the “Soviet card” 
with China to turn the People’s Republic into a “strategic partner.”19 The 
United States used the triangular relationship from the very beginning of 
bilateral negotiations. According to Goh, “Nixon and Kissinger felt it neces-
sary to devote considerable effort to playing the Soviet card during the rap-
prochement in order to persuade Chinese leaders to develop closer ties with 
Washington.”20 The administration used the developing détente between 
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the Soviet Union and the United States in the latter stages of the Nixon 
presidency to push the Chinese to pursue a closer relationship with 
Washington, and emphasized the military threat Moscow posed to China as 
a parallel incentive for a closer bilateral relationship.21 Winston Lord, then 
Kissinger’s assistant, submits that the subtext to the changing relationship 
with both powers was clear. Just as progress was made with the Soviets by 
the improving relationship between Beijing and Washington, so too did 
improving relations with the Soviets influence the Chinese. In referencing 
the American approach toward China, Lord described it as follows: “we are 
making some progress with the Soviets, and you Chinese should be sure that 
you keep up with us and improve relations with us, so that we don’t get 
ahead of you in relations with the Russians.”22 Kissinger would emphasize 
that point as he sought to exploit an advantage for the United States. This 
was how Nixon and Kissinger envisioned the implementation of the trian-
gular policy to work: when the United States developed closer relations with 
one power, the division between the Soviet Union and China would be a 
strong incentive for the other power to pursue closer relations with 
Washington. Playing the “China card” with Moscow and the “Soviet card” 
with Beijing would leave the United States as the central pivot in the rela-
tionship.23 Because the Soviets and Chinese were at odds with one another, 
neither could afford to have the Americans become too close to one power 
at the expense of the other’s influence. As one internal White House memo 
suggested, “given the fact that the Soviets and Chinese appear now to regard 
one another with more active hostility than they regard the US, it is possible 
that each will become more active in seeking to prevent the other from 
aligning too closely with the US, and to use its own relations with the US as 
a means of checkmating the other’s policies.”24

The Nixon administration would repeatedly play to the fear of the 
Chinese government about the Soviet Union’s aggressive intentions, and 
the developing détente between the United States and Soviet Union, to push 
China into more cooperative relations with the American government. 
Kissinger suggested to Beijing that “in the wake of the Sino-American rap-
prochement, Moscow had reached agreement with Washington on Berlin 
and SALT…because of its ‘desire to free itself in Europe so it can concentrate 
on other areas,’ namely China.”25 Alexander Haig, then a senior Kissinger 
aide, even promised in advance of Nixon’s visit to “unilaterally and without 
any reciprocity” provide the Chinese government with intelligence involv-
ing Soviet threats against China.26 The fact that American officials promised 
such intelligence before a new diplomatic relationship had been fully estab-
lished suggests that the Nixon administration made conscious efforts to 
increase paranoia among Chinese officials and build “a sense of shared dan-
ger.”27 Nixon and Kissinger “were prepared to lean covertly toward Beijing 
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in order to strengthen the image of the Soviet Union as a shared adversary,” 
and Kissinger’s “progressive construction of this threat would bring the 
Nixon administration closer to a US-China coalition against the Soviet 
Union.”28 The administration’s ultimate aim was to “exploit Chinese worries 
about Soviet intentions in order to tie Beijing into a strategic relationship 
with the United States, so that the China card could be played more effec-
tively in persuading the Soviet Union to develop détente and restraint.”29 

Nixon and Kissinger were so successful in using triangular diplomacy 
and heightening fear of the Soviets among Chinese officials that by 1973 
“Beijing now appeared to recognize that it was in China’s interest for the 
United States to maintain its power to counter Soviet pressures internation-
ally.”30 Moreover, America’s newfound cooperation with the Soviet Union, 
triggered in part by Nixon’s overtures to China, played a role in increasing 
cooperation from Beijing. As Goh proposes, “as the momentum of triangular 
politics grew, so too did the Chinese leaders’ desire for closer relations with 
the United States to counteract US-USSR ties.”31 Nixon and Kissinger’s most 
important long-term objective was to “gain some years for the Chinese-
American relationship to mature as a counter-weight to Soviet power.”32 
This led Ross to conclude that America’s “China policy was fundamentally 
shaped by the challenge posed by the Soviet Union and the corresponding 
value of strategic cooperation with Beijing.”33 In turn, China would come to 
develop a security “dependence on the United States.”34

Importantly, Goh suggests that the Nixon administration was not 
fully committed to a triangular relationship in which relations improved in 
every direction. Washington, Goh claims, “did not necessarily wish for bet-
ter Sino-Soviet relations.”35 According to the Nixon-Kissinger “model of tri-
angular politics, while the United States did not seek a Sino-Soviet war, it 
did require some frigidity in Sino-Soviet relations because the pivotal 
American position would be beneficial only so long as the Chinese and 
Soviets regarded each other as a greater threat than the Americans.”36 This 
would allow for the United States to manage the new equilibrium from the 
centre.37 These new relationships were built primarily upon fear, and the 
Nixon administration used China’s fear of the Soviet Union in order to forge 
a new relationship that ensured that the communist world remained divided 
and the United States remained the indispensable power. China was intro-
duced into the dynamic to restrain the Soviet Union, somewhat defuse the 
tense Cold War atmosphere, and provide the United States with an ally in 
checking Soviet aggression. It also prevented a potential Soviet attack on 
China. Some scholars suggest that Mao recognized the United States was 
“opportunistically exploiting the Sino-Soviet split in order to achieve its 
ultimate aim of defeating its superpower rival.”38 Nonetheless, he knew that 
China needed at least tacit cooperation with Washington for the sake of 
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security. One scholar suggests that “China’s sole objective was to develop 
an anti-Soviet coalition.”39 This pro-American triangular relationship, if 
kept in place, would ensure that the Americans never again faced the pros-
pect of a hostile monolithic communist bloc in Europe and Asia as they had 
in the 1950s when the Soviets and Chinese were allies. The hope was that 
neither Communist power would risk doing something to endanger their 
relationship with the United States and drive the other members of the tri-
angular relationship closer together.

A LT E R N AT I V E M OT I VAT I O N S 
A N D T R I A N G U L A R D I P LO M ACY
While the Nixon administration’s primary motivation for engaging with 
China was to reconfigure the Cold War dynamic through a “strategic trian-
gle,”40 there were other factors that played a role in their decision. One was 
laid out by Nixon himself in an article he wrote for Foreign Affairs in 1967. In 
essence, Nixon argued that leaving China outside of the world community 
was simply was not working. He believed that it was time for America’s for-
eign policy to “come urgently to grips with the reality of [Communist] 
China.”41 The world, Nixon argued, “simply [could not] afford to leave China 
forever outside the family of nations…[living] in angry isolation.”42 Here 
Nixon’s rationale fits perfectly with his policy of triangular diplomacy. 
Bringing China back into the community of nations was essential if the 
United States was to position China as a legitimate counterforce to the 
Soviet Union. While it was true that Nixon believed that the American 
approach of isolating China had failed, he also wanted to bring China out of 
isolation so that the United States could exploit its newfound legitimacy to 
alter the Cold War dynamic. In addition, Mao’s China had been erratic and 
belligerent, and bringing it into the mainstream would mean that China 
would have to moderate its policies to uphold the stability of the world sys-
tem that it would come to benefit from. Under the leadership of Deng 
Xiaoping in the late 1970s, China began to do just that, thanks to Nixon’s 
efforts to bring China back into the world community. 

The Nixon administration also hoped to exploit a new relationship 
with the People’s Republic for the sake of diplomacy. Beyond serving as a 
counterforce to the Soviet Union, Nixon and Kissinger hoped that China 
could play a role in maintaining stability in the international system. 
China’s isolation had proven to be harmful to American interests through-
out Nixon’s career. Had China been fully integrated into the international 
system in the aftermath of the Communist victory in 1949, MacArthur’s 
proposal to push past the thirty-eighth parallel in the Korean War would 
never have succeeded at the United Nations, and a wider war would have 
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been avoided. The lessons of Korea pointed to the importance of diplomacy, 
and there was hope that a new relationship with China might help lead to a 
diplomatic solution to the war in Vietnam.43 The war in Vietnam had esca-
lated in part because the Johnson administration was concerned about 
American credibility in East Asia in the face of Mao’s “radical ideological 
offensive,” and apprehension that China might enter the conflict, as was 
the case in Korea.44 The fact that the US government did not have diplo-
matic relations with China simply heightened that anxiety. As one scholar 
contends, “the US perception of China played a crucial role in prompting 
the Johnson administration to stand firm in Vietnam.”45 Nixon recognized 
that reality, but he also hoped that China might prove helpful in ending the 
war in Vietnam because of the closeness between Beijing and Hanoi. As 
Nixon noted in his memoirs, “without continuous and massive aid from 
either or both of the Communist giants, the leaders of North Vietnam 
would not have been able to carry on the war for more than a few months.”46 
The main problem was that after the Sino-Soviet split the North Vietnamese 
played one power off of the other, with both Moscow and Beijing deter-
mined not to allow Vietnam to fall under the influence of the other. This 
complicated the situation, as it would be much harder for the United States 
to pressure one major power to encourage North Vietnam to end the war if 
they could simply turn to the other power. Nonetheless, Nixon recognized 
that being able to at least engage China in a dialogue, as the Americans 
were already able to do with the Soviets, might reinvigorate the stalled 
negotiations with North Vietnam. 

Nixon and Kissinger also had another motivation for bringing China 
back into the community of nations. As a nation of eight hundred million 
people, the Nixon administration realized that China’s economic growth was 
inevitable. So too did it appear as though Mao’s determination would lead to 
China becoming a major nuclear power, and thus it would be dangerous to 
leave them in isolation.47 Bringing China back into the mainstream would 
provide the People’s Republic with an opportunity to grow its economy and 
emerge as a more powerful player on the international stage. Here again the 
Nixon administration’s triangular diplomacy initiative clearly played a role 
in shaping America’s policies. While a resurgent China would eventually 
become an economic competitor, a stronger and more prosperous China 
would serve as a more effective counterforce to the Soviet Union. A more 
economically successful China would make the People’s Republic a stronger 
actor on the international stage, which is exactly what the Nixon administra-
tion hoped to do with its triangular diplomacy initiative. This helps to explain 
why the United States removed much of its economic sanctions against 
China under the Nixon administration, including lifting the trade embargo in 
1972, and fully normalized relations under President Carter in 1979.48
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C O N C LU S I O N:  THE COLD WAR TRANSFORMED
As recent scholarship has demonstrated, the immediate goals of the 
Nixon administration’s decision to pursue a rapprochement with China 
were to boost the momentum of détente with the Soviets and position 
the People’s Republic as a counterforce to Soviet power in the commu-
nist world. By improving relations with both Beijing and Moscow and 
taking advantage of the Sino-Soviet split, the Nixon administration was 
able to position the United States as the indispensable, central player in 
triangular relations among the United States and the world’s two great 
communist powers. Nixon’s success in doing so during a time in which 
the relative influence of the United States was in decline on the world 
stage, due in part to the failures in Vietnam and a troubled domestic 
economy, made triangular diplomacy all the more important. While 
momentum in the improvement of relations between Washington and 
Beijing and Washington and Moscow stalled soon after Nixon’s historic 
visit to China in the midst of the Watergate scandal and the declining 
power of the presidency, the reestablishment of relations between the 
United States and China would eventually allow Presidents Carter and 
Reagan to target the Soviet Union in ramping up the Cold War and focus-
ing on defeating only one of the world’s two great communist powers. 
There can be no doubt that a rapprochement between the Soviets and 
China would have changed the calculus of the Cold War completely, and 
the Nixon administration’s decision to further divide the communist 
world by using triangular diplomacy and forming a de facto alliance with 
the People’s Republic was the most decisive event in the forty-plus year 
struggle that was the Cold War. 
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In 1961, M. Stanton Evans, one of the founding members of the Young 
Americans for Freedom (YAF) as well as the writer of the “Sharon 
Statement,” stated that the members of the YAF would be “...the group 
which, in fifteen or twenty years, will be assuming the seats of power in the 
United States.”1 Twenty years later, Ronald Reagan, a member of the YAF 
himself, would be sworn in as president of the United States, fulfilling 
Evans’ political prophecy from two decades prior. The YAF, in the span of 
twenty years, had gone from a group of one hundred students in Sharon, 
Connecticut, to taking over the Republican party, and finally to taking the 
White House. The YAF’s goal was always to obtain political power for their 
organization, and in so doing to put into action their conservative ideals. In 
this way, the YAF’s goals were distinctly different from those of the Students 
for a Democratic Society (SDS), in that their main goal was not to demand 
immediate change in society, but rather to obtain the means by which they 
could influence the nation through political power. The 1960s saw a con-
servative revival in the form of the New Right, which paralleled the rise of 
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the New Left movement, but it was only through the Young Americans for 
Freedom that conservatives would be able to sway first the Republican 
Party, and then the nation, to the right.

This paper will examine the conservative movement of the 1960s, and 
will seek to explain how the Young Americans for Freedom, as the primary 
organization that represented conservative ideals in the 1960s, initially 
arose, came to hold influence within American politics, and ultimately was 
able to redefine the American political spectrum for decades to come. This 
paper will begin by examining the early resurgence of conservative ideals in 
the 1960s. Many Americans felt increasingly uncomfortable in a nation 
dominated by New Deal-era economic policies, and under the threat of a 
seemingly surging communist movement, turned to conservative principles 
as their answer to the day’s issues. Next, this paper will examine the early 
years of the Young Americans for Freedom, and will identify how the orga-
nization formed a strategy of obtaining power through organizations in 
order to further its agenda. Where movements like the SDS focused on 
immediate social change, the YAF looked to sustained and prolonged polit-
ical change to implement conservative ideals. This paper will then turn to 
the presidential election of 1964, and will examine the ways in which the 
YAF entered the political scene through its support of Barry Goldwater. The 
YAF made Goldwater a viable presidential candidate, but Goldwater also 
made the YAF an influential organization. Finally, this paper will examine 
the YAF in the wake of Goldwater’s defeat in 1964, and determine how the 
organization was able to continue exerting influence over the GOP without 
Goldwater. The latter half of the decade would see the demise of the SDS, 
thus striking a blow to the left’s organized momentum, as well as the emer-
gence of a new political favourite for the YAF. While the 1960s are popularly 
regarded as a period dominated by the left, the decade would end with a 
Republican president, and a renewed conservatism that would ultimately 
impact the decades that followed.

In order to understand the YAF’s popularity in the 1960s, one must 
first examine the origins of the resurgent conservative movement itself. At 
the beginning of the 1940s the state of California had a total population of 
nearly seven million people; by the beginning of the 1960s, this number had 
increased to over fifteen million.2 California had more than doubled its pop-
ulation in the span of two decades, with Orange County in particular grow-
ing from one hundred and thirty thousand to over seven hundred thousand 
in the same span of time.3 The reason for the growth was in large part due to 
the expanding presence of the military in the American West, particularly 
the aerospace industry, which required skilled labour and generated high-
er-end middle-class incomes for its workers.4 The region’s reliance on what 
the population perceived as anti-communist industries (i.e. the American 
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military), as well as the rugged individualistic culture that the fantasy of 
“the West” had instilled in so many Americans, created a breeding ground 
for conservative ideals.5 The same demographic changes, thanks to the 
same industries, were occurring all across the American South and West 
following the conclusion of the Second World War; what has become known 
as the “Sunbelt” was a hotbed for individualism, anti-communism, and as a 
result conservatism.

The Sunbelt states came to resent the Eastern establishment as they 
saw it, particularly the East’s reliance on federal spending through New 
Deal-era policies.6 It should be noted that while Sunbelt states resented the 
East for its liberal, left-wing policies, they themselves benefitted immensely 
from federal spending in the form of military and government contracts in 
the region; while it must be said that many private enterprises existed in the 
region, still much of the region’s prosperity came from the federal govern-
ment’s presence.7 It was in this region, what Rebecca Klatch calls in her book 
A Generation Divided: The New Left, the New Right and the 1960s, “Goldwater 
country,” that the conservative movement would take hold.8 In fact, Klatch 
interviews in her book many different members of both the SDS and YAF, 
and the YAF members state that, having grown up there, the “…conservative 
climate in southern California ‘might be the single greatest contributing 
factor’ to the development of his [the YAF member interviewed] beliefs.”9

Americans in the Sunbelt would largely support the burgeoning con-
servative movement, but it was in Sharon, Connecticut that the conserva-
tive movement would take shape in the form of the YAF. In order to under-
stand the origins of the YAF, one must first examine its central architect: 
William F. Buckley Jr. Buckley, the son of a wealthy family, graduated from 
Yale University in 1950, and would go on a year later to publish a book he 
entitled God and Man at Yale.10 Buckley criticized the teaching of atheism 
and collectivism at Yale, stating that ignoring the importance of free mar-
kets and religion was antithetical to understanding the success of Western 
civilization.11 This book would become the manifesto of the conservative 
movement. In addition to his strong support for Christianity and free mar-
ket economics, Buckley was also an ardent anti-communist. In an article 
published in The New Guard the official publication of the YAF, in October 
1961, he stated that: “The House Committee on Un-American Activities, I 
venture to say, is responsible for the development of more serious informa-
tion…than the typical department of political science in the typical univer-
sity.”12 Buckley was wealthy, an intellectual and relatively well-known after 
the publicity his book had garnered him. These factors, in conjunction with 
his views on economics, religion and communism, made him the perfect 
candidate for leading a growing conservative movement. Buckley and a few 
like-minded colleagues would form the first of such conservative 
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organizations, the Intercollegiate Society of Individualists (ISI) in 1952, an 
intellectual organization dedicated to fostering conservative research and 
thought on university campuses, and the National Review, a magazine dedi-
cated to conservative publications, in 1955.13

Following the failed attempts by smaller, candidate-focused youth 
movements (e.g. Youth for Nixon, Youth for Goldwater) to elect a conser-
vative president in 1960, Buckley moved to form one central conservative 
youth organization.14 ISI was formed for the purpose of fostering a conser-
vative intellectual awakening on campuses, while a new organization 
would be dedicated to political action.15 It was on the Buckley family 
estate in Sharon, Connecticut in September 1960 that over one hundred 
conservative student leaders from across the nation met to draft the 
“Sharon Statement” and form the Young Americans for Freedom.16 The 
statement outlined key conservative tenets, in particular individual rights 
and free market economics, as well as stating that the United States should 
aim for victory over, rather than containment of, communism.17 The YAF 
had been founded, and even though the statement did not explicitly out-
line the plan for how they would act upon the principles espoused by it, 
Buckley would write after the conference: “What is so striking in the stu-
dents who met at Sharon is their appetite for power.”18 It was evident, 
right from the establishment of the YAF, that its members were most 
interested in attaining political power to further their conservative 
agenda. James Hijiya, in his piece entitled “The Conservative 1960s,” 
quotes YAF’s Lee Edwards who stated that members of the YAF were 
encouraged to “…place themselves not only in the US House of 
Representatives, but in the television networks, in the universities, in cor-
porations and companies and, perhaps, most important of all, in the 
Federal government.”19 The YAF’s main focus was not only to support 
political candidates who espoused conservative principles, but also for its 
members to establish themselves in other organizations to further the 
group’s conservative agenda. The YAF however, first required a viable 
political candidate to support in order for them to demonstrate their 
legitimacy as a conservative organization, but also to expand their influ-
ence. They found their man in Barry Goldwater.

Barry Goldwater, a senator from Arizona, did not come from an old 
Eastern, Republican family like the Rockefellers. Rather, Goldwater’s family 
was self-made—Goldwater himself was only a third generation American.20 
Their central beliefs were in individualism and self-determination, ideals 
that appealed to the new conservative movement of the 1960s. While a 
modest attempt at having the senator nominated for the Republican ticket 
in 1960 had been made, the YAF had at the time only recently formed and 
was not able to launch a full campaign; by the end of the year they were 
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stronger and ready to try again. Buckley’s brother-in-law, Brent Bozell, 
assisted Goldwater in writing The Conscience of a Conservative, which would 
become the conservative manifesto of the decade.21 This book would have a 
huge influence on young conservatives, as Goldwater would outline his 
political beliefs, which coincided almost exactly with the points made in the 
“Sharon Statement.”22 Goldwater also took aim at the establishment 
Republicans, singling out Nixon and Eisenhower and labeling them “pro-
gressive conservatives.”23 This would have signalled a major shift in politi-
cal stance at the time for the GOP, as a presidential hopeful was publicly 
declaring his distaste for the past two leaders of the Republican party. The 
YAF saw Goldwater as their solution for how to shift the Republican party to 
the right, and thus they set to work organizing one of the largest grassroots 
campaigns in the history of US politics.

The YAF began seeking the Republican nomination for the 1964 
presidential election for Goldwater almost immediately after his previous 
loss. By early 1964 however, despite Goldwater’s reluctance, the YAF and 
other conservative organizations (namely the John Birch Society) had 
stepped up their campaigning efforts and were now running a massive, 
organized grassroots campaign in support of Goldwater.24 The YAF, because 
of its central and hierarchal structure, was able to organize events across 
most of the country in shows of support for Goldwater; their grassroots 
activism, along with constant attacks by establishment Republicans like 
Nelson Rockefeller (the favourite up to this point), led Goldwater to offi-
cially agree to enter as a candidate that summer.25 Through the continued 
efforts of the YAF, Goldwater would win the nomination for the Republican 
party that July, which was a major victory for the conservative movement. 
The YAF was in large part responsible for Goldwater’s nomination, but 
winning the presidency was a different matter entirely. It is clear however, 
that many prominent members within the YAF understood that Goldwater’s 
chances for winning the presidential race were slim. Buckley himself 
acknowledged during a speech delivered to the YAF annual convention in 
September, 1964 that the Goldwater campaign was doomed to fail, as he 
asked the members of YAF in attendance not to lose hope after the “…
impending defeat of Barry Goldwater.”26 Indeed, Goldwater would be 
defeated that November by Lyndon Johnson, but where the election had 
been a defeat for the Republican party, it had in many ways been a victory 
for the conservative movement. A concerted effort by the YAF to organize 
and carry out a massive grassroots campaign had left behind a “conserva-
tive machine” which could still function for future candidates.27 In addi-
tion, conservative Republicans had made names for themselves, through 
YAF promotion, and would return in the future to seek election. While the 
YAF had lost the presidential race, it had won the Republican party, and 
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had become a legitimate institution in its own right. The YAF now needed 
to maintain its political relevancy through the rest of the decade, which 
would be accomplished through the collapse of the SDS and through YAF’s 
support for a new conservative candidate.

Up to the mid-1960s, the YAF and the SDS had remained at oppo-
site sides of the political spectrum, but both groups would participate in 
debate and discussion with one another.28 In the second half of the 
decade however, the SDS had become increasingly violent to the point 
that the YAF’s appeal continued to grow as an anti-protest movement in 
addition to being a conservative movement.29 This helped the YAF remain 
relevant between political campaign years, as it allowed those who dis-
agreed with the actions of the SDS to join a movement that opposed their 
form of protest. The SDS had become so radical that in the summer of 
1967, after riots had broken out across hundreds of cities in the United 
States, the president of the SDS at the time, Greg Calvert, stated: “We are 
working to build a guerrilla force in an urban environment. We are 
actively organizing sedition.”30 Statements such as these surely would 
have frightened those who would consider themselves moderates, per-
haps pushing them to take action against the protests of the SDS by join-
ing the YAF. The violence would continue to escalate, culminating in the 
split of the SDS in 1969, and ultimately leading to their demise as an 
organization of the New Left. Throughout this period, the SDS made 
repeated threats to the YHF, and was the victim of several violent 
offences during the latter half of the 1960s by radical New Left groups. 
Nonetheless, the YAF maintained its composure and never resorted to 
similar actions.31 This demonstrated the professionalism and legitimacy 
of the YAF during this time period. Meanwhile, the SDS lost momentum, 
became radicalized and eventually collapsed. In this way, the YAF would 
emerge from the 1960s as the primary political youth movement, while 
the SDS, and indeed the reputation of similar New Left youth movements, 
would be tarnished and dismantled.

It was not simply its professionalism and lack of violent behaviour 
that would see the YAF through to the end of the decade, but also its 
continued involvement in election politics. Towards the end of the 
Goldwater presidential campaign, Ronald Reagan delivered a rousing 
television address in support of Goldwater titled “A Time for Choosing,” 
or more simply, “The Speech.”32 This speech actually came to be the high-
light of the Goldwater campaign, with Richard Nixon stating that “…
Reagan demonstrated that he possessed what Goldwater lacked—‘the 
ability to present his views in a reasonable and eloquent manner.’”33 The 
contest for the Republican nomination would be split between Nixon and 
Reagan in 1968, but both candidates ultimately were conservatives, just 



85

THE UNDERGRADUATE JOURNAL OF AMERICAN STUDIES

BRENDAN HILLS

different kinds; where Reagan had the support of the grassroots move-
ments (particularly the YAF), Nixon had the backing of the conservative 
leadership.34 The YAF had shifted the entire party to the right, forcing 
future Republican candidates to take a conservative stance in order to 
receive much of the backing that the YAF and organized movements like 
it offered. Nixon may not have been considered a true conservative to 
many members of the YAF, but the fact that Nixon was considered mod-
erate or centrist in his principles is indicative of the major political shift 
that had occurred. It would take another decade before the YAF would 
finally take over the White House. Ronald Reagan won the presidential 
election in 1980, a victory made possible by the major political shift that 
had occurred as a result of the early YAF; conservatism had become the 
new centre in American politics.35 

Though the Students for a Democratic Society and the New Left 
movement are typically associated with the 1960s, it was truly the Young 
Americans for Freedom and the conservative movement that would 
define the succeeding decades of American politics. The burgeoning con-
servative movement grew out of the Sunbelt states, uniting voters who 
believed strongly in self-determination and the free market but were also 
anti-New Deal and staunchly anti-communist. William F Buckley Jr., a 
wealthy, respected conservative academic, was able to organize the cre-
ation of a youthful conservative movement in the form of the YAF. The 
YAF, from the outset, was dedicated to achieving political and organiza-
tional power, as opposed to the SDS and New Left groups, which only 
sought immediate social change. The YAF campaigned diligently for 
Barry Goldwater, whom they saw as a viable conservative candidate. The 
grassroots political movement that the YAF utilized would be employed 
again by Reagan to win the presidency two decades later. Following the 
Goldwater campaign, the Republican party had shifted far to the right, 
becoming the conservative party that the YAF had initially sought to 
make it. Through their continued involvement in the political process, 
the YAF was able to maintain a conservative presence in the GOP, assist-
ing and campaigning for the candidates who supported conservatism. 
The 1960s were a tumultuous time in the United States, yet of all the 
movements that the time period is most known for, the YAF is seldom 
remembered to the same extent that the SDS is. The Young Americans for 
Freedom changed the political landscape of their time, and their influ-
ence still exists today, evidenced by the increasingly polarized and con-
servative policies that the GOP continues to promote.
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A  M E D I A  C I RC U S  AT  BAG H DA D : 
T H E  B U S H  A D M I N I S T R A T I O N , 

T H E  A M E R I C A N  P R E S S , 
A N D  T H E  S E L L I N G  O F 

T H E  I R A Q  WA R

by

B E N S O N  C H E U N G 

The Iraq War in 2003 was a controversial war in many ways, not least because 
of the heavy criticisms lobbed at the Bush administration for fabricating a 
misleading pretext for war, and the US media establishment for how they 
did not critically assess the government’s positions. Hegemony theorists 
believe that this is because “government influence is so hegemonic over 
elite press reporting and opinion on foreign policy that the elite press sim-
ply mirrors the government line.”2 The implications of this argument—that 
the government has absolute control over agenda-setting—raises disturb-
ing implications for the functioning of a healthy democracy, and therefore 
must be investigated in full.

From a period between 9/11 and May 1, 2003, when President George 
W. Bush declared the active combat stage in Iraq over, there is ample evi-
dence to suggest that the Bush administration engaged in heavy public rela-
tions to garner public support for the war while there is evidence that the 
media overall had a pro-war bias. However, although their combined effects 
seemed to produce significant results on generating public support for 

“Journalism is printing what someone else does not want printed; 
everything else is public relations.” ~Attributed to George Orwell1
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toppling Saddam Hussein, there were other factors besides a top-down 
imposition of biased news making the political-media-public relationship 
much more complex than what hegemony theorists believe. As such, alter-
native media models can be considered to be “better fits” for the Iraq War 
case than hegemony theory.

E X EC U T I V E AG E N DA-S E T T I N G
Given that the core of hegemony theory is that “political leaders make sure 
that there is agreement on first principles and public debate is confined 
within narrow ideological boundaries so that a broad and vigorous demo-
cratic discussion challenging fundamental assumptions becomes difficult,”3 
it would make sense to investigate whether Bush made an effort to set the 
agenda on militarily invading Iraq before looking at the media’s role. Bush’s 
administration was indeed responsible for trying to shift the public dis-
course spotlight onto Iraq—via rhetoric and an efficient public relations 
campaign—over the issues of WMDs and Saddam Hussein’s brutality.

After the 9/11 attacks, Bush evidently tried to capitalize on the issue 
of terrorism to shift the national discourse from defeating al Qaeda to 
attacking Iraq by linking the two separate objectives in the public’s mind. In 
the summer of 2002, while Congress debated the creation of the Department 
of Homeland Security, Bush’s communications from June to November 2002 
showed that he attempted to bridge the twin scourges of terrorism and Iraq 
with a sleight of hand, as a textual analysis of these communications dem-
onstrated. From June 6 to September 11, seventy-seven percent of Bush’s 
communications were about homeland security as opposed to 13.5% about 
just Iraq; yet, from September 12 to November 5, just 1.2% of his communi-
cations were about homeland security, while 69.1% referred to both home-
land security and Iraq and 29.6% with Iraq as the sole focus. This demon-
strates a conscious merger between the two topics as Bush associated 
homeland security with Iraq in the same breath.4

In a textual analysis of Bush’s major address between 9/11 and May 1, 
2003, it is revealed that mentions of Iraq barely registered before September 
11, 2002 as terrorism remained the main focus, yet the number of references 
to Iraq skyrocketed after that date. While the absolute number of terrorism 
references dropped, the number of references nevertheless echoed the 
much greater number of Iraq references, suggesting “that terrorism and Iraq 
would appear together in speeches.” At the same time, “seven of 13 speeches 
from September 2002 to May 2003, place September 11 and Iraq in the same 
paragraph, while four speeches place them in the same sentence,”5 indicat-
ing that Bush was well aware of the press’s habit of quote-mining sound-
bites, so placing terrorism and Iraq in close proximity, especially when 
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lumping together rogue states with international terrorism as the “axis of 
evil,” would make the public artificially associate them together as one 
related threat.

Once Bush decided that Saddam Hussein had to go, his administration 
set off to work trying to create a unified front for attacking Iraq. In late 
August and early September, Vice President Dick Cheney and other admin-
istration officials made public appearances on national TV to question 
Saddam’s intentions, culminating in Bush’s UN speech arguing Iraq violated 
UN resolutions.6 It appears this “media blitz” was tightly coordinated by 
Chief of Staff Andrew Card, as part of his public relations campaign to dis-
credit Iraq and bolster the case for war. He also “monitored much of the 
public comments of senior administration officials and worked to keep 
them in line with the daily message,” including forcing Donald Rumsfeld to 
quietly retract an op-ed supporting unilateral war after Bush was advocat-
ing multilateralism.7

There were other non-administration groups that worked closely with 
the administration to promote the case for war in the media, appearing as 
“independent” commentators. Many conservative think tanks such as the 
Project for the New American Century (PNAC) and American Enterprise 
Institute (AEI) pooled together their network of experts to give their pro-
war opinions on national TV and newspaper editorials, with the assistance 
of a public relations firm.8 Other individual pundits “had a direct line to the 
Office of the Secretary of Defense through Rumsfeld’s Defense Policy 
Review Board.”9 In tandem with the think tank experts’ campaign, the 
Pentagon mustered its network of affiliated military personnel—including 
“war heroes, military strategists and advocates, and defense-industry con-
tractors and lobbyists,” anyone not directly or actively part of the military—
to act as TV military analysts, or in the Pentagon’s own words, “message 
force multipliers.”10 Hence, Bush’s message was reinforced in the eyes of the 
public as these incognito partisan commentators independently appeared 
to back the president’s claims—they were so relentless in media appear-
ances that, in “a Lexis-Nexis search with the terms “Iraq” in the headline,” 
the AEI alone scored over 1200 hits for TV and newspaper appearances 
combined in the year before the invasion.11

The Pentagon also implemented the embedded reporting system for 
the invasion itself, which assigned journalists to specific military units for a 
particular amount of time. Although reporters were subjected to a 50-point 
censorship program, such formalities were not necessary.12 The embedded 
journalist program was wildly successful from this perspective. As a result 
of the psychological bonding between troops and embedded journalists 
under combat duress as predicted by the social penetration theory, the jour-
nalists are acculturated into the military subculture, sharing its values and 
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beliefs.13 This camaraderie somewhat undermined the journalists’ pure 
objectivity, as a study has shown that the journalists’ positive tone towards 
the military actually “increased over time, suggesting that relational attach-
ments born of “swift trust” accelerate biases.”14 

The limited scope of individual embedded journalists also meant that 
much of their correspondent reports were myopically focused on individual 
or unit experiences, rather than being analytical of the broader strategic 
situation.15 Almost 3/4s of the available slots were given to American media, 
most of which were purely domestic service; the two national papers and 
five major cable news networks were among the top ten outlets by number 
of slots given,16 in effect producing a domestic echo chamber of purely 
US-centric points of view. Considering the wide reach of embedded report-
ing via these major outlets, it is perhaps conceivable that the limited focus 
of on-the-ground reporting—psychologically guaranteed to portray the 
military positively—had harmed critical reporting by squeezing out analy-
ses of the war at large. As Deepak Kumar commented, “it must have been 
clear to the war planners that this situation would create identification with 
the soldiers and lead to voluntary self-censorship by the journalists.”17

Thus, in just over a year, the Bush administration deployed a variety 
of political communications tricks and strategies to make the case for war, 
including playing rhetorical games, coordinating officials and partisan com-
mentators, and embedding reporters. 

M E D I A B I AS
Given that the Bush administration was engaged in conscious agenda-setting 
activities to shape national discourse, it appears the media followed suit in 
picking up on the government’s discursive cues, and produced biased 
reporting as a result.

Perhaps as a result of the Pentagon’s multiplier program and Bush’s 
public relations strategy outlined above, the coverage of the invasion 
build-up disproportionately featured military and governmental officials, 
who used their time to deliver the pro-war line. For instance, Bush appeared 
as a source in 59.5% of TV news during the summer of 2002, while at least 
one of his officials was quoted in 85.6% of stories. Although both Bush and 
his administration received a little less screen time in the fall (Bush being 
sourced in 42.9% of stories, administration officials in 63.4%), compared to 
even government officials from other departments and branches, the exec-
utive branch still took a lion’s share of TV time.18 Military or government-af-
filiated guests took up seventy-six percent of the total guests invited by four 
major news networks in two weeks of February 2003, virtually unanimously 
speaking in favour of war, as opposed to the antiwar movement taking up 
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only one percent of total guests.19 Even a comparison between elite national 
papers and non-elite local papers reveal that not surprisingly, elite papers—
the NYT and the Washington Post—quoted more official sources in their 
articles than the local papers because of their closer access to said officials,20 
some possibly related to the Pentagon’s multiplier program. 

Even when the media was not directly sourcing administration offi-
cials or the military, they had internalized the pro-war frames. An analysis 
of news coverage of pro-war and antiwar demonstrations from January 29, 
2002 to May 1, 2003, showed that the press report antiwar protests using 
more negative cues—such as keywords like “violence,” “unpatriotic”—asso-
ciated with disorderliness (and conversely, more positive cues were used to 
represent pro-war protests, like “patriotic”). Issue-substantive frames like 
WMDs were downplayed in favour in favour of less controversial frames like 
specific antiwar protest initiatives; perhaps the news establishments pre-
ferred to focus on the “spectacle” of protest rather than debate the merits of 
the contentious issues.21 Another analysis of news media from January to 
March 2003 revealed that 13.9% of newspaper stories, 2.9% of TV stories, 
and 8.7% of magazine stories covered anything about protestors, but of 
these figures, there was a negative tone present in 8.1% of newspaper stor-
ies, 1.9% TV segments, and 4.7% magazine stories. In fact, one discussion on 
CNN featured both journalists agreeing that freedom of speech is the mil-
itary’s gift, and of not anyone else, including activists.22 As such, with sub-
stantive issues being generally ignored and antiwar protests attached with 
a negative stigma, grassroots oppositional voices were further drowned out 
by the overwhelming approval of patriotism. 

The news media’s editorial lines also stood by a pro-war line; in par-
ticular, the ways they framed the story’s presentation accentuated the war 
drums. The media largely repeated the government’s arguments about 
Saddam possessing WMDs. During UN inspectors attempted to find WMDs 
in from September 2002 to March 2003, while the New York Times attempted 
some form of balance between moderately supporting giving the UN 
inspectors a chance and insinuating Iraq was filibustering the UN, NBC con-
sistently denigrated the inspectors, called on former inspectors to insist 
their successors were going on a wild goose chase, and even began the new 
year with the screen title “Road to War” long before the inspector program 
was halted.23 Neither outlet significantly questioned whether there were 
WMDs to begin with at all. 

During the invasion, the overall tone was one of the United States 
having won the war before it began due to its technological and organiza-
tional superiority over Iraq, and immense support from Iraqis for their lib-
eration. Even when military progress stalled and images of casualties were 
leaked by Iraqi propagandists, the media, encouraged by the Bush 



94

THE UNDERGRADUATE JOURNAL OF AMERICAN STUDIES

BENSON CHEUNG

administration through its statements and emphasis on firepower, con-
tinued their optimistic coverage by reframing the war as a battle against 
savages, one with minor tactical setbacks but victory was assured nonethe-
less.24 Because elite sources had more access to official sources, as well as 
more embedding opportunities, they presented a military frame as opposed 
to the non-elite papers’ focus on “human interest and anti-war.”25 However, 
non-elite papers have limited circulation and therefore little impact on 
national discourse,26 and neither elite nor non-elite papers focused much 
on the questions of responsibility or the causes of the issue.27 Keeping in 
line with this military focus, the New York Times did not cover Iraqi civilian 
deaths (save for editorials); in contrast, British newspaper The Guardian, 
Pakistani paper The Dawn, and The Times of India also focused on the Iraqi 
side of the war.28 Thus, not only did the most influential media coverage 
prefer to focus on the spectacle of warfare rather than in-depth analysis, it 
exposed a large number of Americans to only a heavy pro-military bias.

Through the heavy reliance on Bush and his officials as sources, util-
izing pro-war frames and arguments while sidelining the opposition, and 
promoting American prowess, there is ample evidence to show that the U.S. 
media was far from objective in its Iraq War coverage. 

SO M E C H A L L E N G E S TO H EG E M O N Y
Thus far, the analysis has supported the hegemony view of the US media; 
the administration and the media establishment both working to impose a 
propagandistic pro-war message on the people. But upon factoring in 
more complex details and the broader context—such as the independent 
strength of public opinion and the news establishment, as well as the 
political context of the opposition—it appears that the hegemony model 
does not hold entirely. 

Public opinion is not merely a result of top-down policies; it can 
reciprocally affect policymaking at the top. Quite literally within hours of 
the 9/11 attacks, Bush instructed counterterrorism chief Richard Clarke to 
investigate potential links to Saddam.29 Bush’s eagerness to jump to an Iraqi 
conclusion was not surprising; his administration was directly linked to 
PNAC, which heavily lobbied for continued militarization and had set its 
sights on toppling Saddam for years before 9/11. While 9/11 was effectively 
what PNAC called “a new Pearl Harbor” that was necessary for America to 
fully remilitarize30 and did in fact boost public support for removing Saddam 
because of his perceived danger to a vulnerable America, it was in fact pub-
lic opinion that played a decisive role in forcing Bush to temporarily stay his 
hand on pursuing the Iraq thread. Given that by the end of September, nine-
ty-one percent of the public were in favour of military action in Afghanistan 
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and eighty-five percent called for hunting down Osama bin Laden’s death as 
priorities, Bush and Powell were cognizant of the fact that Americans place 
punishing 9/11’s perpetrators far ahead of removing Saddam (whom only 
sixty-eight percent called for his removal), as well as needing to focus all 
attention on al Qaeda as the administration establish the War on Terror as a 
protracted war. However, Iraq remained as the secondary target for invasion 
after Afghanistan was dealt with.31 With the public opinion case for target-
ing Iraq already so weak, the lack of concrete evidence against Saddam’s 
involvement in 9/11 sealed the temporary downgrading of the Iraqi threat.32

The news establishment is also independent from the government. As 
successful as embedded reporting was, it was not the sole initiation of the 
Pentagon, but rather, it came about because of many external factors beyond 
the military’s control. The military’s press restrictions, if not indignant 
treatment of journalists, during the invasion of Afghanistan caused the 
national bureau chiefs to revolt against the military’s anti-press conduct. At 
the same time, the military was losing control of the narrative independent 
journalists who went into Afghanistan without military assistance and took 
advantage of new, instant communications technology to rely stories con-
trary to the military’s narrative. These pressing issues, coupled with 
Rumsfeld’s resourceful leadership, eventually forced the military’s hand the 
implement the embedding program for Iraq.33

Sometimes the media sets the frame for the White House to respond 
to instead of the other way around. For example, although in May 2003 the 
New York Times and the Washington Post echoed the White House’s men-
tions of terrorism in their briefings, in early April 2003, the newspapers’ 
mentions of terrorism in the NYT and the Washington Post actually pre-
ceded White House briefings’ mentions.34 Taken together, it is apparent that 
the news establishment is not only not submissive to the executive, they 
can turn the tables on the executive from time to time and exert its own 
demands and frames.

Political norms also govern all the individual human actors, namely 
the residual Cold War-era norm of “militarized patriotism,” that is, “to sup-
port “strong” national security policies, and second, to defer to the execu-
tive branch on war powers in times of perceived crisis.”35 Although war pro-
testors in 2003 were silenced by the media possibly because the media was 
caught in spiral of silence (i.e. in this case, reporting positively on the 
unpopular minority view might isolate that outlet from the mainstream and 
lose business),36 there was no lack of elite opposition in the earlier debate 
for passing the Congressional authorization of military force. 

In the late summer of 2002, there was an antiwar opposition con-
sisting of both leading Democrats and dissenting Republicans such as 
Brent Scowcroft attempting to pass a resolution limiting military force 
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in Iraq. However, when the House Minority Leader Dick Gephardt publi-
cally sided with Bush’s resolution, dissenting Republicans immediately 
backed off from their moderate resolution for partisan reasons, while 
Democrats collectively fell silent due to the conforming nature of mil-
itarized patriotism—as the Republicans paved the way for a strong 
national security policy, Democrats had no choice but to match their 
opponents’ fortitude or else look weak on security issues.37 Although 
much of the media during this time were mildly antiwar and tried to prod 
Congress into debating the war,38 they too were subjected to militarized 
patriotism as popular and economic pressures to be patriotic in the wake 
of the Democrats giving up debate, also forced the media to conform to 
a cheerleading role.39 

As is apparent by now, the hegemonic model is undermined by both 
the press and the public having the agency to influence executive deci-
sions and frames, while all were subjected to longstanding political 
norms. Were the ideal hegemonic model the case, then certainly the 
executive branch would have free rein over any and all possible foreign 
policy options, yet the reality is much more complex. If the hegemonic 
model is too simplistic, then a more intricate model must be found to 
describe the political-media-public relationship—and its implications for 
democratic foreign policymaking.

A LT E R N AT I V E T H EO R I E S
An alternative to hegemony is the indexing theory, which states that 
“the more divided the elite groups are and the more they speak with dif-
ferent voices on a particular policy, the more dissent forms and ques-
tioning of the executive’s policy line appears in the press.”40 This theory 
fits the aforementioned militarized patriotism nicely: while there was 
debate in Congress, the media also reported on the elite debate. However, 
when congressional debate became unpopular, the media joined the 
patriotic bandwagon as well. The political implications of this theory, if 
it is correct, is that because “the press may act independently of the 
president, but it does not act independently of official Washington,”41 
this obviously allows for a much greater room for debate and public scru-
tiny of the president’s foreign policy. However, this still does not mean 
the people can really make a reciprocal impact on executive policymak-
ing because “politicians are granted the power to set the terms and 
boundaries of debate in the news.”42

Yet, the media in 2002 had a range of actions that exceeded what 
indexing theory permits them to do; namely, its ability to hold a general 
moderate antiwar stance when Congress was still divided, and try and 
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encourage Congress to debate the war.43 Perhaps Robert Entman’s cascad-
ing activation model might be able to explain this complexity. In this model, 
“policy frame cascades down from the administration, and how effective it 
is in shaping press coverage depends on the policy agreement among the 
elite; the cultural resonance that the basic ideas, concepts, and imagery find 
among the people; and how the events themselves play out in reality.”44

As with the indexing model, the narrative sold by Bush was quickly 
picked up by the media, which transmitted a favourable view to the public. 
Since there was elite opposition, this gave room for the media to assert its 
editorial independence, yet the autonomy was not absolute: like the polit-
ical elites, the newspapers generally took for granted the legal and moral 
necessity of invading Iraq; even the few op-eds that raised these issues did 
not mention Just War Theory. Because press culture tends to abide by polit-
ical realism (rather than Bush’s political moralizing) and objectivity, the 
press did not directly engage with the pro-war on the same playing field; the 
executive’s case was strengthened by the press’s omission.45 Then, as can be 
seen in earlier arguments, as the elite opposition melted away, press oppos-
ition also largely died down. 

However, even then, the New York Times continued to question 
whether the march to war was justified until active combat began, when it 
finally jumped on the patriotic bandwagon.46 In the TV industry, Fox News’ 
successful ratings—they captured forty-two percent of the cable news audi-
ence share during the war period—due to its hyper-patriotic tone, encour-
aging other moderate news networks to shift in that direction to gain better 
ratings.47 Thus, although the press does not merely echo the government’s 
arguments but can be independently proactive especially when the elites 
disagreed amongst themselves, the press only has as much freedom of 
debate as the government does.

The cascade model also depends on “cultural congruence,”48 of both 
what the media takes to be its acceptable interests and what the audience is 
receptive to. Iraq was remarkable in coming right in the wake of 9/11, since 
the attack generated a massive surge of public trust in government and 
patriotism. American journalists are no less susceptible to increased patriot-
ism in response to the crisis than their fellow countrymen since they are 
American citizens first and foremost,49 and it is natural they too wanted to 
publically show their patriotism. Because the public was also in a patriotic 
mood—the public did not even notice that the press underreported antiwar 
demonstrations—the press had extra incentive to be uncritically patriotic 
because they fear backlash, which leads to lower ratings or sales.50 After all, 
“a commercial press, by definition, will always be a patriotic press when the 
nation is threatened”;51 and it was in this patriotic mood that both the 
media and the public found patriotism to be in their mutual interest, 
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discouraging vocal oppositional voices. Thus, in this case, a patriotic awak-
ening in 9/11’s wake helped pave the way for a public receptive to defending 
America against any hostile enemy.

As seen in this analysis of indexing and cascade models, it appears 
that while both of them are much more sophisticated and nuanced than 
hegemony, the cascade model seems to be more instructive as a model 
overall. Because the executive elites’ message is filtered through a 
semi-independent media and a diverse public, it is not at all guaranteed 
that the message will be accepted by all. However, because this is highly 
unstable and contingent on so many factors, the public are ultimately dis-
advantaged in their amount of direct influence on policymaking.52 Still, 
the cascade model shows that the executive, which is dependent on the 
electorate for support and re-election, cannot simply brainwash the 
masses nor does the president get a carte blanche on foreign policy, but 
must rather work hard to sense the public and media interest and milieu, 
and broker a message favourable to the president’s foreign policy as best 
as they can.

C O N C LU S I O N S
The march to invading Iraq, and the early coverage of the war, was marked 
by deliberate public relations-brokering by the Bush administration, which, 
along with a highly biased and uncritical media, helped sway the public into 
supporting a unilateral invasion of Iraq. However, contrary to hegemonic 
theory, the media and the public are autonomous agents in their own right. 
As such, the hegemonic theory is replaced by more complex models like 
indexing and cascade, which can better explain the relationship between 
the executive, the media, and the public. In light of this, while it is under-
standable that America was subjected to many pressures from the War on 
Terror that shaped the way the media reported on the war in the direction of 
cheerleading, this does not excuse the media from failing at its civic role as 
the government watchdog, nor does it excuse Bush for presenting a faulty 
case for a major war. But future generations can learn from the Iraq media 
debacle by critically examining their news sources, questioning the govern-
ment’s reasoning, and remain objective to excessive patriotic zeal. 
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After the 9/11 terrorist attacks counterterrorism became the top priority of 
US foreign policy. The Bush administration quickly responded by invading 
Afghanistan in 2001 and, more controversially, invading Iraq in 2003. The 
Taliban and Hussein governments respectively were rapidly toppled but 
intense insurgencies quickly coalesced against coalition forces. Initially the 
American military applied the “antibody theory” drawn from lessons of the 
US mission in Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1996–7, and followed a “light foot-
print” strategy.1 The underlying philosophy of this method argued that soci-
eties, especially Muslim ones, will inevitably reject a foreign presence in 
their midst. Under this rubric the size of US troop deployments would be 
responsible for the level of resentment they faced from the population, 
which led to US troops being stationed in heavily fortified bases away from 
major population centres.2 The result was US forces could not protect the 
population it was trying to pacify which helped intensify the insurgencies.3 
The US eventually switched its strategy to one of counterinsurgency (COIN) 
beginning in 2007 in Iraq and a few years later in Afghanistan. COIN stresses 
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cultural awareness, deploying enough troops to protect the population, 
building friendly relationships with the population, and the primacy of the 
political over the military.4 This paper will examine three schools of thought 
regarding the decision to use and effectiveness of COIN in Afghanistan and 
Iraq. The first “fatalist” school argues that COIN could never succeed in 
either Afghanistan or Iraq and was doomed from the start. The second “suc-
cessful” school argues that COIN was a successful strategy in both 
Afghanistan and Iraq, but the failure to achieve stability and defeat insur-
gent forces is a result of other external factors, particularly corrupt or 
incompetent local governments and a premature troop withdrawal of US 
forces. The final “improvable” schools sees COIN as the right strategy, espe-
cially compared to light footprint, but COIN must still be reflected upon and 
improved. This paper concludes that this “improvable” school best assesses 
the use and impact of COIN in Afghanistan and Iraq.

Before examining the schools themselves it is important to note that 
while the fatalist school is binary compared to the successful and improv-
able schools, they are not two distinct camps and instead should be thought 
of as a spectrum, from scholars emphasizing improving COIN to those 
emphasizing COIN’s success. In discussions on different aspects of COIN, 
these scholars may travel along the spectrum, but can generally be placed 
on the spectrum as follows: 

It is also worth considering the agreement amongst all the schools 
on three key beliefs. Firstly, all the schools recognize that COIN is a long 
process, and empirically there have been very few successful COIN opera-
tions. For COIN to completely extinguish an insurgency, the process would 
take years, if not decades. Ahmed Hashim argues that “even if and when you 
do succeed in devising an effective COIN plan, success either takes a long 
time or is not guaranteed.”5 Russell W. Glenn and S. Jamie Glayton similarly 
note that the world’s armed forces never solved all the riddles associated 
with post-World War Two counterinsurgencies in the Philippines, Malaya, 
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Algeria, Vietnam, and elsewhere.6 Secondly, the schools agree that detri-
mental mistakes were made by the Bush administration following the inva-
sions, particularly in Iraq. The initial invasion force itself was remarkably 
small, containing only one hundred and fifteen thousand US troops, which 
while enough to easily topple the Hussein government was nowhere nearly 
enough to provide security and maintain law and order. Scholars note that 
in the past decade five hundred and seventy thousand troops have proved 
insufficient for coping with conflicts against primitive foes.7 Additionally, 
many of these forces were taken away from the Afghanistan conflict, 
although it should have been clear that the Taliban and al-Qaeda insurgents 
were still a formidable foe. Further “de-Baathification” and the decision to 
dissolve the military in Iraq effectively estranged four hundred thousand 
soldiers and fifty thousand professionals, many of whom were highly valu-
able to the insurgency.8 Cultural insensitivity and ignorance was coupled 
with alienating coercive tactics, such as dragnet or sweep operations. This 
angered the civilian population and hampered local human intelligence 
operations which further aided the insurgency.9 A final error was that, 
despite all the warning signs, the US was slow to recognize and plan for 
combating the insurgency. Bruce Hoffman notes that: “The Bush adminis-
tration compounded its errors by refusing to recognize the facts… fighting 
‘the war we wanted to fight, not the war that was.’ After first characterizing 
[the insurgency] as the desperate efforts of a few dead-enders, it was only 
belatedly recognized it as a full insurgency.”10 And thirdly, all the schools 
recognize the both Afghanistan and Iraq are characterized by great instabil-
ity. The disagreement amongst them is what or whom is primarily responsi-
ble for this lack of stability. 

Proponents of the first fatalist school argue that US COIN in 
Afghanistan and Iraq was destined to fail. Their arguments fall into two cat-
egories: (1) problems with the US conducting COIN in Afghanistan and Iraq 
and (2) flaws with COIN theory. As to why the US is not suited to conduct 
COIN, Hashim points to American exceptionalism manifested in foreign 
policy moralism leading to ideological rigidity: 

[US] policymakers are addicted to a rigid and inflexible 
ideological frame of mind…the prosecution of effective 
COIN requires flexible and ruthless professionalism… I 
am not sure the US is capable of that. It is a self-pro-
fessed, moralistic country that see the world in black 
and white rather than shades of gray, and it conducts 
crusades… It is, in effect, as currently constructed, con-
genitally incapable of waging effective COIN.11
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Additionally, the conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq feature many com-
peting goals for US policymakers. Anatol Lieven articulates several compet-
ing goals and argues that the US lacks institutions and leaders capable of 
choosing between. For example, regarding Afghanistan, policymakers must 
choose between the short term priority of beating the Taliban, which may 
require methods that alienate Pakistan, and the wider long-term goal of 
combating Islamist extremism, which requires fostering the relationship 
with Pakistan.12 Another problem with US COIN is that it will be interpreted 
as a “quasi-imperial” form of expeditionary warfare and that the interna-
tional coalition will be seen as infidels with values distinct from rural 
Afghans and Iraqis.13 Such beliefs led Lieven to argue that peacekeeping and 
coalition forces must be Islamic to be legitimate.14 Similarly, Oleg Svet 
argues that the decision to implement COIN fails because more guns on 
foreign territory cannot win the battle for hearts and minds, regardless of 
how culturally attuned or ethically upright US forces were.15

In addition to impossibilities with the US conducting COIN in 
Afghanistan and Iraq, this school puts forth arguments as to why COIN 
strategy itself is fundamentally flawed. Hashim argues that early US opera-
tional and tactical COIN approach was characterized by coercion, a strategy 
which invariably enlarges the circles of alienation with the population.16 
While the US moved to a more hearts and minds approach under General 
David Petraeus, Robert Engell argues that even if this approach is properly 
followed, it would not work. Examining Afghanistan, he argues that:

While common sense tends to support the notion of 
winning hearts and minds… principles of the contem-
porary hearts and minds approach are based on flawed 
assumptions about political legitimacy… rooted in 
modernization theory and normative Western 
approach to legitimacy that fails to live up to the 
expectations of the local population…[but] Weber 
identifies three forms of legitimate authority… 
Acknowledging different forms of authority and legit-
imacy beyond the legal/rational challenges…chal-
lenges the assumptions underpinning the hearts and 
minds approach.17

In sum, the concept of gaining legitimacy through winning “hearts 
and minds” is a Western legal/rational notion which will fail in countries 
based on charismatic or traditional authority. This problem is further com-
pounded in the age of global media which allows insurgents to present 
alternative narratives to events, including tuning tactical losses into 
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victories of perception.”18 Thus, the conclusion of the fatalist camp is that 
US COIN in Afghanistan and Iraq was doomed from the beginning.

The second successful school argues that the US successfully switched 
to and employed COIN in both Afghanistan and Iraq. The ongoing instabil-
ity in these countries is a result of problems external to the COIN strategy, 
not COIN itself. Proponents in this camp point to two major successes: (1) 
the decline of violence and increase of security following the introduction 
of COIN and the “surge”19 and (2) the results of the Anbar Awakening. To 
argue for the improved security situation, this school points to quantitative 
and qualitative empirical evidence. Quantitatively, following the Iraqi surge, 
American and Iraqi forces increased their control over Baghdad’s neighbour 
hoods from thirty-two percent in May 2007 to fifty-six percent by September 
2007.20 In Anbar province attacks against US forces dropped from one thou-
sand three hundred and fifty in October 2006 to just over two hundred in 
August 2007.21 Qualitatively, Dodge notes that if you “drove through west-
ern neighborhoods in Baghdad like Mansur at the beginning of the surge 
[2007], you’d find empty districts. If you move through them today [2012], 
you find communities that have been rejuvenated. The markets are open, 
the shops are open, and people are there.”22 Critics of COIN and the success 
of the surge argue that statistics provide a misleading picture of the security 
situation. They argue that violence declined not because of COIN or the 
surge but in accordance with “sectarian cleansing logic,” whereby minori-
ties were already “cleansed” by the time of the surge. However this logic 
does not hold up. Stephen Biddle, Jeffrey A. Friedman, and Jacob N. Shapiro 
argue that: 

On its face, the cleansing thesis has major challenges 
to overcome…To sustain its central claim logically 
requires either that combat in areas where cleansing 
was happening comprised the bulk of the pre-2007 
violence (hence cleansing completion could end that 
violence) or that combat in other areas was epiphe-
nomenal to cleansing. Neither assertion is consistent 
with the evidence.23

Scholars in this school also point to the success of the Anbar 
Awakening in Iraq in recruiting large numbers of local Sunni groups, which 
helped the US by providing intelligence, local support, and covertly killing a 
number of al-Qaeda operatives.24 Biddle et. al. propose the “Surge-
Awakening Synergy Thesis,” which argues that a synergistic interaction 
between the surge and the Awakening is the best explanation a decline in 
violence in Iraq in 2007.25 Wayne Bert concludes that “the phenomenal turn 
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around in the war brought about by the surge and the adoption of counter-
insurgency strategy in 2007 and beyond is unprecedented… learning from 
the situation in Iraq, the Obama administration has made a sincere and 
apparently successful effort to implement a real counterinsurgency strategy 
in Afghanistan.”26

Proponents of this successful school recognize that the precarious 
security situation in Afghanistan and Iraq. However, they attribute this sit-
uation to factors outside the US COIN strategy, especially the early mistakes 
of the Bush administration, local government incompetence or corruption, 
and a premature withdrawal. Michael Kirk argues that the surge was by and 
large successful, but that the main problem came when the Obama adminis-
tration publicly announced its withdrawal timetable. Less guidance for then 
Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki allowed him to act more authoritarian, 
abandon meritocracy in the Iraqi government and military (replacing com-
petent but minority Sunnis with incompetent but majority Shias), and purge 
the Sunni allies recruited by US forces during the Anbar Awakening.27 Toby 
Dodge similarly describes Maliki’s crushing of the Awakening allies: “Once 
the US military handed over the [biometric data of Awakening allies] to the 
Iraqi government, the government wasted little time in breaking what it saw 
as the organizational threat the Awakening posed to the continued rule of 
the current governing elite.”28 Overall, this school concludes that COIN was 
successful and ongoing instability is a result other external factors.

The final improvable school argues that adopting COIN was the right 
policy decision and it has brought some success, but emphasizes that US 
COIN strategy must still be reviewed and improved upon. This school is 
closer to the successful school than the fatalist in that it attributes the 
successes in Afghanistan and Iraq to COIN and rejects that US military 
intervention in these countries will inevitably fail. The US military can be 
recognized as legitimate through the provision of basic economic needs, 
essential services, and the sustainment of key social and cultural institu-
tions.29 Particularly, a greater emphasis on improving the political aspects 
of COIN is needed. While Dodge has praised the surge, arguing that it was, 
“very successful in removing the key perpetrators of violence from Iraq’s 
streets and provided security to enough areas of Baghdad to stop the spi-
ralling cycle of violence that had driven Iraq into civil war” he also notes 
that a more attention is needed on the political: “For lasting stability how-
ever this new approach needed to address the main drivers of the conflict: 
the chronic weakness of Iraqi state capacity, both institutional and coer-
cive; and the exclusive elite settlement that had shaped Iraq’s politics 
since 2003, which excluded the Sunni section of society.”30 Glenn and 
Glayton in their report “Intelligence Operations and Metrics in Iraq and 
Afghanistan” put forward several suggestions to improve COIN in those 
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countries by improving the intelligence cycle and metrics (how success is 
measured). Regarding intelligence, they argue that (1) lower military lev-
els, such as the company and battalion level, need more intelligence 
capacity, (2) tours should be lengthened to help soldiers maintain rela-
tionships with locals, (3) soldiers’ database use should be improved, simi-
lar to that of police forces in western countries and (4) intelligence stove-
pipes need to be eliminated.31 Regarding metrics, they recommend (1) 
combining objectives from the top with input measures from the bottom 
and having effect-based metrics as the common link (2) combining quali-
tative and quantitative metrics and (3) red teaming.32 Alastair Finlan 
agrees with Dodge on the emphasis on the political and Glenn and Glayton 
on improving the intelligence cycle and additionally emphasizes the need 
to avoid an overreliance on Israeli COIN methods. While it may be tempt-
ing to apply the seemingly successful Israeli COIN lessons to Afghanistan 
and Iraq, COIN is not a one-size-fits-all solution. Since the populations of 
Afghanistan and Iraq are both ten times that of Israel and their porous 
borders provide unique challenges, an exact replication of Israeli methods 
will prove detrimental.33 Glenn and Glyaton’s conclusion sums up the 
position of this school nicely: “There is much reason to be encouraged by 
coalition performances in Afghanistan and Iraq [following the adoption of 
COIN]… [However] history informs us that the military that fails to adapt 
properly is destined for failures… It is essential that we employ our 
improved knowledge and expertise to meet challenges.”34 

While all schools provide strong arguments in favour of their posi-
tion, this paper concludes that the improvable school provides the best 
assessment of US COIN in Afghanistan and Iraq for several reasons. Firstly, 
the fatalist fundamental proposition that the US COIN mission in 
Afghanistan and Iraq was doomed is flawed. American exceptionalism in 
the form of moralism in foreign policy is a natural match for COIN. Even 
critics of COIN note that: “Democrats and Republicans, hawks and doves, 
foreign-policy professionals and laymen could all empathize with a strategy 
that, at the heart of it, was trying to win popular support.”35 Fatalist propo-
nents also overemphasize the hostility that countries, particularly in the 
Middle East, will show to foreign military presence. This is simply not the 
case, as one early interaction in Iraq between the Coalition Provisional 
Authority (CPA)36 and 279 tribal leaders shows. One of the sheikhs (tribal 
leader) asked the CPA ambassador whether the US believed itself to be a 
liberator or an occupier. The CPA official answered a little of both. The 
sheikhs replied that if they came as liberators, they were welcomed as 
guests. If they were occupiers, he and his descendants would “die resisting” 
the Americans.37 This sentiment is reinforced by the jubilant crowds of Iraqi 
civilians when American infantryman initially seized Baath ministries and 
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pulled down a huge iron statue of Saddam Hussein.38 The resentment on the 
part of many in Afghanistan and Iraq against US forces is not a result of a 
fatalist impulse against an “imperial” intervener: rather it is a result of the 
poor decisions and actions before the implementation of COIN. 

However, the successful school is too optimistic about the current 
COIN strategy of the US. While COIN was a move in the right direction from 
the light footprint strategy before its implementation, there is much room 
for improvement. The instability in both Afghanistan and Iraq cannot sim-
ply be attributed to external factors. Indeed, if the US improved its intelli-
gence collection, better protected civilians, strengthened the capabilities 
and the legitimacy of local governments, and continued to update its met-
rics it would have seen greater and more lasting improvements. Also, 
Afghanistan and Iraq are different countries, where some lessons in some 
neighbourhoods are not applicable in the next. US COIN strategy must be 
constantly reflected and improved upon in order to apply the right lessons 
to the right areas.

In conclusion, assessing the application of COIN by the US in 
Afghanistan and Iraq requires a more nuanced approach. It cannot be said 
that the effort was doomed from the start or that the strategy itself has been 
completely successful. COIN has had its successes, but it also must be 
improved upon. With the rise of the ISIS in Iraq and Taliban resurgence in 
Afghanistan, there has been much debate as to what has been accomplished. 
COIN may have been successful when it was implemented in both 
Afghanistan and Iraq, but given a war-weary public and a resilient foe, poli-
cymakers may be increasingly unwilling to apply it. Iraq is especially contro-
versial, where sixty-three percent of Americans now consider the Iraq War 
to be a “mistake”, two percent higher than top opposition to the Vietnam 
War in May 1971.39 While there is much to be pessimistic about, Bert offers 
one positive, and hopes that the lesson will be learned for future conflicts: 

There is, however, one major gain for American foreign 
policy…never before has the US leadership shown this 
kind of seriousness about implementing counterinsur-
gency …one extremely bright spot in an otherwise dark 
and discouraging saga. The big question now is 
whether genuine learning has taken place in the mili-
tary and the government, and whether those who favor 
the new orientation will be able to prevail in institu-
tionalizing this approach to war in the national defense 
bureaucracy.40
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