The Journal of Military History and Defence Studies
Vol 5. Issue 1. (March 2024)

Maynooth Academic Publishing. ISSN 2712-0171.
http://ojs.maynoothuniversity.ie/ojs/index.php/jmhds

Fighting for a Just Cause in a War Without Fronts? Official
Justifications For War and Combat Motivation in the Vietham War

Martin Fransen

This paper explores whether the American combat soldiers fighting in
the Vietnam War were motivated by the cause. The paper analyzes the
soldiers” attitudes towards the war in the years 1965-1967 and 1968-
1973. By comparing these attitudes with the official justifications for
the war, the paper discusses whether the soldiers were committed to
the cause. The analysis is based on wartime letters by soldiers in
combat and postwar interviews with veterans, and employs a
grounded theory methodology to identify the different patterns of
thought in the sources. Current research has generally downplayed
the importance of the cause as a motivator for American soldiers in
the Vietnam War. However, based on the different patterns of thought
expressed by soldiers, this paper seeks to elucidate that the cause was
actually an important motivator for many soldiers, particularly in the
years 1965-1967, when many soldiers believed they were fighting a
war against communist expansion, which had to be stopped before it
reached American soil. On the other hand, after 1968, defeatism had
found its way into the ranks of the military, and many soldiers no
longer believed in the cause.

Since Antiquity, commanders and military theorists have reflected on the factors that
contribute to soldiers” motivation and morale during combat. While technology has
revolutionized the battlefield since this time, the combat soldier is still the essential element
on the battlefield. Therefore, motivation will always be one of the fundamental factors for
achieving success in combat.! Thus, it continues to be a pertinent question whether soldiers
at war are committed to, or rather motivated by the cause for which they are fighting. Nancy
Sherman posits, that American soldiers feel morally accountable for not only how they fight
but also why they fight. They want to be assured that the war is for a good cause: “But none
want their willingness to serve exploited for a cause that is unworthy or for a war grounded in
unjustified fear or waged for a pretext. When they believe that has happened, the betrayal felt
is profound.”? All Americans expect their leaders to prove that war is right, necessary, and
worth the sacrifice, but when justifying war, it is essential for the president to explain to the
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soldiers why they are fighting: “Obviously, no audience will make a greater sacrifice, so the
president’s war rationale normally includes messages designed to motivate the military and
acknowledge the contributions troops will make in the conflict to come.”? Whether the cause
is about fighting to make the world safe for democracy, maintaining the freedom of a people
threatened by communism, or ensuring that a rogue does not have access to weapons of mass
destruction, presidents must justify their decision to the American people to take the country
to war.* Soldiers who question the cause for which they are fighting are prone to commit
various forms of dissent, such as desertion, rebellion, or even mutiny.> This article aims to
shed new light on this important aspect of America’s most controversial war, the Vietham
War.

From 1965 to 1973, approximately 2.5 million American soldiers fought in “a war
without fronts”, which continues to haunt the American military to this day.® The study of the
soldiers” commitment to the cause in the Vietnam War is still disputed. A leading scholar on
American soldiers who fought in the wars of the twentieth century asserts that: “The
conventional wisdom, however, is that few American soldiers even understood their country’s
war aims, let alone were motivated by them.”” This article analyzes whether and how the
American soldiers fighting in Vietnam were motivated by the official justifications of the war.
It compares the themes in the official justifications with the soldiers” attitudes towards the
war in the years 1965-73. Based on a wide array of sources, the article seeks to contribute to
current research by elucidating that soldiers thought deeply about why they were fighting in
Vietnam, and for a time, the cause was an important motivator.

Sources And Research Method

The analysis here is based on wartime letters from American soldiers serving in Vietnam and
interviews with American Vietnam veterans. Firsthand accounts such as letters and diaries are
useful sources in order to discover the common experiences of men at war. Out of the many
individual perceptions emerge common themes and patterns.? Interviews, or oral history, on
the other hand allow evidence from a new direction, as the interviewer decides precisely what
to ask about. According to Paul Thompson, “it is a primary merit of oral history that to a much
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greater extent than most sources, it allows the original multiplicity of standpoints to be

recreated.” However, with interviews about past events there is always the risk of a distorted

point of view due to the distance of time. Interviews must thus be compared with other
9

sources.

In order to identify and analyze the themes and patterns in the sources, a grounded
theory methodology will be employed. The central process in grounded theory is coding the
data, which refers to developing codes, categories and concepts from the data or sources. This
can be done by identifying chunks or segments from the sources. Afterwards, these data can
be organized into categories based on common characteristics. Interpretation of the data is
thus based on the patterns and themes emerging.*°

The Cause As Combat Motivation

Combat motivation is basically the study of why soldiers fight. Anthony Kellett provided the
following definition: “Hence, motivation comprises the influences that bear on a soldier’s
choice of, degree of commitment to, and persistence in effecting, a certain course of action.”!
The generally accepted theory has been that ideology is not a source of combat motivation.!?
The field of combat motivation has instead been dominated by the theory of the primary
group as the chief source of motivation for ground combat troops. This theory suggests that a
cohesive social unit, the ‘primary group,’” forms among combat troops, because of the daily
face-to-face interaction of men. Proponents of the theory suggest that the ‘primary group’
provides the key impetus for men in battle. In short, the theory suggests that soldiers fight for
the other members of their primary group. As Nancy Sherman posits, “What remains the
central battle motivator in most wars is care for buddies and the knowledge that they care for
you.”?® Some scholars dispute this view, arguing instead that soldiers can be motivated by
ideology. This does not necessarily imply a commitment to ideologies such as communism or
democracy. However, commitment to such beliefs can have a stimulating effect on soldiers’
fighting spirit.14
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In general, the concept of ideology is defined as fighting for a cause.’ It refers to the
soldiers” commitment to and belief in the values and goals of their nation and/or society.?® In
his 1970 study of American combat soldiers, Charles Moskos explained the ideal concept of
ideology as a source of combat motivation:

The effective soldier is motivated either by a sense of national
patriotism, or by a belief that he is fighting for a just cause. Such a
viewpoint holds that combat performance depends on the soldier’s
commitment to abstract values or the symbols of the larger society.
The effective soldier, in other words, is an ideologically inspired
soldier. Combat performance directly varies with the soldier’s
conscious allegiance to the stated purposes of the war.’

However, the soldier might not necessarily understand the purposes of the war. But he must
at some level be committed to the values of the social system of which he is a member, thus
possessing a latent ideology:

Although American combat soldiers do not espouse overtly ideological
sentiments and are extremely reluctant to voice patriotic rhetoric, this
should not obscure the existence of more latent beliefs in the legitimacy,
and even superiority, of the American way of life.'8

Hence, latent ideology refers to the attachment a soldier feels to his country, which he thinks
is worth fighting for, despite renouncing displays of patriotism and rejecting attempts at
ideological indoctrination.'® The question is whether soldiers are aware of the cause they are
fighting for or whether they are motivated by a latent ideology.

Explaining The Official Justifications For War

In order to justify war, the president and his advisors must frame their policies in recognizable
and digestible ways.?° Thus, the president always frames his policy by employing war rhetoric.
Rhetoric can be defined as the deliberate use of symbols to persuade, which first and foremost
includes speeches.?! As Justin Gustainis posits, “Rhetoric during wartime is about the creation
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of consensus. Since wars tend to drag on, consensus among the citizenry is vital if victory is to
be achieved.”??

According to Edward Lordan, most presidents through history have employed a number
of universal concepts, traditional themes and rhetorical forms in their war messages. The most
important and closely interrelated themes in presidential war rhetoric include self-protection,
the enemy as the aggressor, Just War Theory, moral superiority, the inevitability of conflict,
and guaranteed victory. Self-protection and the enemy as the aggressor are based on the
assumption that as a response to provocation the United States has been forced to take
military action.?3 In other words, these themes emphasize the war as necessary to the national
security of the United States. Andrew Johns claims that the perhaps most effective rhetorical
tool is linking a war’s importance to core national values and as intrinsic to national security.
As he points out, it is, after all, difficult [for the public] to oppose a policy designed and
marketed to keep America safe.?

Just War Theory is traditionally viewed as encompassing the following tenets that must
be satisfied for a state to justifiably go to war: just cause, competent authority, comparative
justice, last resort, probability of success.? Just cause means that there is a legitimate and
morally weighty reason to go to war. The war is about confronting real and certain danger to
human life or defending basic human rights.?® It is arguably the strongest of the tenets but
also controversial. It could be argued that war is just as long as all tenets are met. However,
three problems arise when determining whether a cause is just: First, the justice of a war can
be mixed. Second, there can be more than one cause for a war, as explained by David Barnes:
“Overthrowing a tyrannical regime, instituting democratic governance, and securing access to
natural resources may all be intertwined into an overall cause or may be used as a menu for
just cause convenience.”?’ Third, if the cause used at the beginning of the war suddenly
changes during the conflict, the war’s justice will be severely questioned.?®

In contrast to the themes emphasizing national security, Just War Theory thus refers to
an ideologic purpose of the war. Some scholars posit that Just War Theory is the most
important theme in presidential war rhetoric, and is thus the central mechanism employed by
US foreign policy decision makers in “selling” the decision to go to war to the American
public.?® Just War Theory is closely related to the moral superiority argument, which is based
on the assumption that the United States is morally superior to its enemies, and that its actions
are thus morally justified. Using the ideological language of American exceptionalism,
freedom and democracy, and framing any conflict in stark “good vs. evil” discourse is very
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common for the president.3® Susan Brewer asserts that in all of America’s wars from the
Philippine War to the present, the chief message in presidential rhetoric has been that
Americans must defeat the enemy in order to create a safer, more prosperous world in which
freedom and democracy will thrive.3! Through history, presidents have often employed a
combination of themes, such as national security and just war, in their justifications for war.
In particular, in each of the major wars of the twentieth century, the president of the United
States spoke of fighting a just war. The rhetoric used was one of pitting the righteousness of
democracy against the evil of aggression, expansionism, fascism, imperialism, or communism.
When the United States entered World War |, President Wilson referred to trade, territorial
security issues, making the world safe for democracy, and the ultimate goal of fighting a war
to end all wars.32 As the United States entered World War Il, it was also framed as a just cause
and a fight for freedom.33 President Roosevelt assured the Americans of ‘a world victory of
the forces of justice and of righteousness over the forces of savagery and barbarism.”3* In the
Korean War, the goal was to contain aggressive communism, and the war was justified as
necessary to uphold the rule of law in international affairs.3

The Cause as Combat Motivation in The Major Wars Of The Twentieth Century

First of all, the possible coherence between the soldiers” recruiting background and their
commitment to the cause has been discussed. Tua Sandman and Bruce Newsome emphasize
the need to distinguish between the will to serve and the will to fight. The reason why soldiers
sign up for military duty is different from the reason why soldiers actively fight in battle.3® In
the same vein, Christopher Hamner asserts that ideology may be a potent force leading
soldiers to join the military, but the pressures and confusion of ground combat are so intense
that ideology is disconnected from soldiers” behavior in battle. Behavior in battle is rather
circumscribed by the necessity of combat.3” On the other hand, some scholars argue that
there is a coherence between the reason for signing up for military service and ideological
commitment to the cause. According to this argument, soldiers who've volunteered are
generally more committed to the cause than conscripts who've been coerced into military
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service.3® The soldiers” way into the military is a factor which must at least be considered when
attempting to explain their ( lack of ) ideological commitment.

The question of the ideological motivation of American soldiers is highly disputed. Some
scholars argue that cause is an important motivator. In his study of the American Civil War
soldiers, James McPherson argued that the soldiers on both sides were motivated by the
cause. These soldiers were neither professional soldiers nor coerced conscripts. Most of them
were wartime volunteers from civilian life, which, according to McPherson, was an important
reason for the soldiers” ideological commitment.?® In contrast to the Civil War, World War |,
World War I, The Korean War and The Vietnam War were fought primarily, but not exclusively
by conscripted soldiers. From 1917 to 1973 the Selective Service System, or the draft remained
in force, and military service was compulsory- for some. National Headquarters determined
quotas, and local draft boards were created and were responsible for determining who should
serve. Thus, not all Americans were drafted for military service, as some men were exempted.
Furthermore, the likelihood of being drafted induced a significant number of men to volunteer
for military service before they were eventually drafted. These were so-called draft motivated
volunteers, and constituted a significant phenomenon especially during the 1950s and 1960s.
By volunteering, or enlisting, they had more influence on the choice of service than soldiers
that were drafted.*® Some scholars assert that American soldiers were motivated by the cause
in the World Wars. Edward A. Gutiérrez argues that, just as in the Civil War, patriotism and
duty were important motivators for the American soldiers fighting on the Western front in
World War 14! Likewise, Stephen Ambrose argues that the American soldiers in World War |
knew they were fighting for decency and democracy, they were proud of it and motivated by
it.*2 In the same vein, Tania Chacho provided credible evidence that many of the soldiers in
the American elite airborne divisions in World War Il were motivated by the cause, and
espoused a patriotic rhetoric when explaining what they were fighting for.*3

In contrast, Peter Kindsvatter asserts that most soldiers in the world wars were not
motivated by ideology, and had little understanding of what they were fighting for, especially
in World War Il. Surveys concluded that the American soldier did not have any strong beliefs
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about national war aims and did not feel personally committed to the war effort.*
Nonetheless, researchers at the time concluded that despite the reality that the soldiers
apparently did not understand their country’s war aims, they were still convinced about the
legitimacy of the war and were convinced that the war was necessary. Thus, according to
Kindsvatter latent ideology still was a motivator: “The sum of these theories is that the
American soldier believed, at least implicitly, that he was fighting on the side of the good guys
and that American society was materially and morally superior and hence worth fighting
for.”4>

In contrast to the world wars, ideological motivations are rarely discussed as a factor in
why American soldiers served in Vietnam.*® First of all, the soldiers who were sent to Vietham
could be divided in three categories of roughly equal size: one-third draftees, one-third draft-
motivated volunteers, and one third true volunteers. In the first years of the war [after
American combat troops had begun fighting in Vietham] most of the fighting was done by
soldiers who had volunteered for military service. However, this did not mean that they had
volunteered for combat in Vietnam. According to Appy, few did so.*” Still, as Kyle Longley
suggests, during 1966-1967, 20% of the soldiers who had comfortable duty in Europe,
requested a transfer to Vietnam.*® As the war continued, the number of volunteers declined.
From 1966 to 1969, the number of draftees killed in battle increased from 21% to 40%. Almost
50% of the army troops were draftees, and in combat units they constituted almost two thirds
of the troops. Late in the war this number was even higher.* According to Christian G. Appy,
soldiers throughout the war were deeply skeptical about the official justifications of the war.
The official explanations of the American mission in Vietham did not match the reality
experienced by the soldiers. Thus, few soldiers found in the standard rationale a coherent or
persuasive explanation for why they were fighting.*°

In his 1970 study of American combat soldiers in Vietnam, Charles Moskos observed
through interviews with combat soldiers, that they displayed a significant skepticism of
political and ideological appeals: “Somewhat paradoxically, then, anti-ideology itself is a
recurrent and integral part of the soldier’s belief system. They dismiss patriotic slogans or
exhortations to defend democracy... In particular they have little belief that they are
protecting an outpost of democracy in South Vietnam.”>! Nevertheless, although few soldiers
were committed to the official justification of the war, many of them, especially in the early
years of the war, still supported the U.S. policy of containing communism and believed that
stopping communism was the key objective of the war.>> Many of the interviewed soldiers in
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Moskos” study saw stopping communism as the purpose of the war, but they almost always
expressed this view in terms of defending the United States, not the “free world” in general
and particularly not South Vietnam. Despite the American soldiers” apparent ideological
unconcern, they still displayed an elemental American nationalism and believed that they
were fighting to protect the United States. They believed communism had to be stopped in
Vietnam before it reached American soil.>3 In other words, latent ideology still contributed to
the soldiers” combat motivation. While Moskos™ study is still a fundamental source in the
research of American soldiers in Vietnam, the empirical foundation is questionable, as it does
not include the use of other contemporary sources such as wartime letters by soldiers.

When analyzing the attitudes of American combat soldiers in Vietnam, a useful historical
division can be made between the soldiers serving before and after the North Vietnamese Tet
offensive in 1968, which severely diminished the United States’s will to fight in Vietham. A
majority of Americans turned against the war after the Tet offensive, and this also affected
the soldiers” attitude. In the latter years of the war, there was a profound sense of the war’s
pointlessness. Because more and more of the replacements arriving in Vietnam at this time
were reluctant draftees, and came from a society that had turned against the war, they were
skeptical about the war. In 1969-70, a significant number of soldiers opposed the war, and
voiced objections, avoided combat, and sometimes engaged in collective defiance of orders.>
Christopher DeRosa explains this shift in the soldiers” attitude as follows: “Perhaps most
dissenting soldiers did not find the war’s justification wanting until after it became apparent
that they were losing it...In this sense, the loss of morale is a result of defeat rather than a
cause.”>?

Since the abolition of the draft in 1973, some scholars assert that because today’s
soldiers are volunteers they are more likely to be committed to the cause. For instance, a
study of American soldiers in the Irag War [2003] concluded that some soldiers apparently
were motivated by idealistic notions, especially the more fundamental liberation aspects of
the war aims such as liberating the Iraqi people and bringing freedom and democracy to Iraq.>®

The American Soldiers” Commitment to the Cause in Vietham

Official Justifications 1954-1965

The decision to send American combat soldiers to Vietnam in March 1965 was the result of a
gradually increasing American commitment beginning in the 1950s. From the beginning, U.S.
policy towards Vietnam was driven by its global postwar policy of containing communist
expansion. The Eisenhower Administration’s formulation of the Domino Theory in 1954
became central to presidential decision making about involvement in Vietnam and the
rhetoric used to justify and secure these decisions. The theory suggested that if one country
in a region fell to communism, all the others in the surrounding area would follow:
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Finally, you have broader considerations that might follow what you would call
the "falling domino" principle. You have a row of dominoes set up, you knock
over the first one, and what will happen to the last one is the certainty that it
will go over very quickly. So you could have a beginning of a disintegration that
would have the most profound influences.>’

According to Eric Patterson, the domino theory comprised at least three major
justifications for considering the use of force in Vietham and elsewhere: the doctrine of
containing communism, the doctrine of spreading and/or holding democracy around the
world, and the concept of demonstrating credibility in supporting one’s allies.”® American
involvement began with the decision to finance the French in their effort to retain Indochina
against the communist-nationalist Vietminh guerillas based in Hanoi.>® In line with the Domino
Theory, the United States officially intended to preserve the freedom ( and democracy ) of
Vietnam and prevent a communist takeover, as Eisenhower explained in February 1954

So what we are doing is supporting the Vietnamese and the French in
their conduct of that war; because, as we see it, it is a case of independent
and free nations operating against the encroachment of communism.®°

After the French defeat and the Geneva Peace accord in 1954, Vietnam was temporarily
divided in a northern part held by the Vietminh and a southern part dominated by pro-French
forces. The United States supported the creation of a regime in South Vietham, and the
Eisenhower and Kennedy administrations provided political and economic support to South
Vietnam as well as military advisors. The regime was unpopular however, and the NLF, the
successor to Vietminh, continued guerilla warfare against the government in South Vietnam,
recruited members among the population in South Vietnam, and encouraged its members to
fight for national unification. NLF, named Vietcong by the Americans, was assisted by North
Vietnam.®! When Lyndon B. Johnson succeeded Kennedy as president in 1963, he continued
the same policy as his predecessors. As he explained in 1964, the United States was aiding

57 Dwight D. Eisenhower, April 07 1954, The President's News Conference, Online by Gerhard Peters and John T.
Woolley, The American Presidency Project https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/node/233655 ; Secunda, Eugene
& Moran, Terence. Selling War to America, 92-93; Brewer, Susan A. Why America Fights, 179-184; Gustainis,
Justin J. American Rhetoric and the Vietnam War, 4; Westheider, James E. The Vietnam War. ( Westport: The
Greenwood Press, 2007), xi

58 patterson, Eric. Just American Wars. Ethical Dilemmas in U.S. Military History. ( New York: Routledge, 2019 ),
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59 Kail, F.M. What Washington Said. Administration Rhetoric and the Vietnam War: 1949-1969. ( New York:
Harper & Row Publishers, 1973), 84-85

80 Dwight D. Eisenhower, The President's News Conference, February 10, 1954, Online by Gerhard Peters and
John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project https://www.presidency.ucsbh.edu/node/233282; Kail, F.M.
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South Vietnam in their struggle against communist subversion and aggression.®? In another
speech he further asserted that: “This is not just a jungle war, but a struggle for freedom on
every front of human activity.”®® Johnson gradually escalated the American commitment to
Vietnam, before he took the final step and committed American combat troops to Vietnam.

On March 8 1965, 3.500 U.S. Marines landed in Vietnam and began combat operations
against Vietcong. Soon, more troops were to follow. By the end of 1965, 184.300 American
servicemen were in Vietnam.%* Since the United States was now directly involved with combat
troops, Johnson had to justify his decision. According to David Lorenzo and F.M. Kail, Johnson
linked the war in Vietnam to American security, values, credibility and a liberal world order.%>
In two of his speeches in April 1965 and in July 1965, Johnson employed these themes in his
explanation for why American soldiers had now been sent to fight in Vietnam:

Let no one think for a moment that retreat from Viet-Nam would bring
an end to conflict. The battle would be renewed in one country and then
another...To withdraw from one battlefield means only to prepare for the
next.%6

Nor would surrender in Viet-Nam bring peace... The battle would be
renewed in one country and then another country, bringing with it
perhaps even larger and crueler conflict, as we have learned from the
lessons of history.®’

Johnson indicated in these statements that the battle [against communist aggression] would
just be renewed in other countries if the United States retreated from Vietnam. The theme
was obviously the domino theory.

Our objective is the independence of South Viet-Nam, and its freedom
from attack. We want nothing for ourselves--only that the people of
South Viet-Nam be allowed to guide their own country in their own way.%®
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But we insist and we will always insist that the people of South Viet-Nam
shall have the right of choice, the right to shape their own destiny in free
elections in the South or throughout all Viet-Nam under international
supervision, and they shall not have any government imposed upon them
by force and terror so long as we can prevent it.%°

The message in these statements was obviously freedom and democracy for South Vietnam,
implied by the reference to “the right of choice” and “free elections”.

But we will always oppose the effort of one nation to conquer another
nation. We will do this because our own security is at stake.”®

If we are driven from the field in Viet-Nam, then no nation can ever again
have the same confidence in American promise, or in American
protection. In each land the forces of independence would be
considerably weakened, and an Asia so threatened by Communist
domination would certainly imperil the security of the United States
itself.”!

By saying that “our own security is at stake” and “an Asia so threatened by Communist
domination would certainly imperil the security of the United States” Johnson implied a vital
connection between the war in Vietnam and the security of the United States. Furthermore,
Johnson explained that the Americans fought for basic values in Vietnam, including peace:
“Because we fight for values and we fight for principles, rather than territory or colonies, our
patience and our determination are unending.”’?

Once againin man's age-old struggle for a better life and a world of peace,
the wisdom, courage, and compassion of the American people are being
put to the test. This is the meaning of the tragic conflict in Vietnam.”3

The official justification for America’s war in Vietnam thus included a national security
dimension and an ideological dimension. The following themes were employed by Johnson:
self-protection, the enemy as aggressor and Just War Theory. American soldiers were fighting
in Vietnam because it was vital to the security of the United States. Furthermore, the war was
framed as a just cause, since the Americans fought for peace, freedom and democracy in South
Vietnam.

89 Lyndon B. Johnson, The President's News Conference July 28, 1965
70 Lyndon B. Johnson, Address at Johns Hopkins University
Y Lyndon B. Johnson, The President's News Conference July 28, 1965
72 Lyndon B. Johnson, Address at Johns Hopkins University
3 Lyndon B. Johnson, The President's News Conference July 28, 1965.
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The Soldiers” Attitudes Towards the War 1965-1967

Since the Tet offensive in 1968 ostensibly led to the breakdown of morale, the analysis of the
soldiers” attitudes towards the war is divided in two parts- 1965-1968 and 1968-1973.

A scrutiny of the sources reveals some different, but interrelated patterns in the American
soldiers” attitudes towards the war in the years 1965-67.

Some soldiers consistently emphasized “freedom” and/or “free life” as part of the
reason why they were fighting in Vietnam. There were, however, different variations of this
point of view. Some soldiers emphasized freedom for South Vietnam whereas other soldiers
believed the war was rather about the freedom of the United States. The following examples
clarify these variations:

So we are here to help the South Vietnamese stay free, as they wish
freedom.”*

Ostensibly, this soldier believed he was helping South Vietnam remain a free country. Other
soldiers expressed this belief, which is evident in the following excerpts:

I’'m helping my country to help another country to help itself. I'm the
muscle in the arm that took the bull by the horns...These people need our
help to stay free!”>

This soldier expressed a similar sentiment, indicating that he was helping “another country”,
obviously meaning South Vietnam, to stay free.

If more people realized that these people over here have been fighting
for their freedom for over 35 years, and that they really look up to us guys
over here, because to them we represent the freedom they want so
badly...and you swear to God that you will (as does everyone here) give
these people their freedom, no matter what the cost.”®

Similarly, this statement reflects the soldier’s belief that he was defending South Vietnam.

Thus, considering the quotations such as “help the South Vietnamese stay free,” “give
these people their freedom,” “these people need our help to stay free”, these soldiers
apparently thought the defense of South Vietnam’s freedom [from communism] was the
reason for the war. Judging from their statements, they believed they were fighting to help
South Vietnam. This belief actually reflected part of President Johnson’s justifications for the
war, as he had also emphasized that the United States attempted to help defend South
Vietnam’s democracy and freedom from attack.

74 A.M. Slussear to Steven Hejna, Undated, 1966, in: in: Munson, Glenn ( ed. ) Letters from Viet nam. The
American soldier writes about what this war is really like. ( New York: Parallax Publishing Co., Inc.: 1966 ),, 36
75 J.F. Boughey SN to Chris, Undated, 1966, in: Munson, Glenn ( ed. ) Letters from Viet nam, 59-60

76 William P. Twiggs to his wife and family, May 17, 1966, In: Adler, Bill (ed.) Letters from Vietnam. ( New York:
Presidio Press, 2003), 169
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In comparison, some veterans who served at the same time express the same belief in
interviews. For instance, one veteran recalls that:

we felt like that this was absolutely the correct thing to do. We have been
asked to do this for our country and we felt like this was the correct thing
to do, to add to the values that we held for the ideas of freedom and the
freedoms that we have and just like we feel like that this is the freedom
that we desire for all other people of the world.”’

This statement indicates the soldier’s belief in fighting for the freedom for other people, which
necessarily must include South Vietnam. Other veterans corroborate this point of view,
asserting that they believed they fought to keep democracy alive for the South Vietnamese
and defend them from communist aggression.”® While there is an inherent risk of a distorted
view in these statements, they nonetheless reflect the same belief as the aforementioned
letters.

Other soldiers also emphasized “freedom” and “free life” in their thoughts about the
war, but did not speak specifically about South Vietnam:

The fight is a worthwhile fight, and free life that we have in the United
States is a worthwhile goal. Perhaps the only goal worth the price.”®

In contrast to the previous examples emphasizing freedom for South Vietnam, this soldier
implied that the goal was free life in the United States. This must be interpreted as a belief
that he was fighting in Vietnam to defend the freedom of the United States. Further examples
corroborate this point of view among the soldiers and help establish a common pattern.

A machine gun opened up, and it almost scared me to death. When all
was quiet again, | started thinking again of our country and our way of
life...My buddies did not die in vain, and if | don’t make it, | know that it
was worth all the hardships and the price of life for the freedom that we
have.8°

Since this soldier expressed that the war was for the freedom of Americans, it would seem
that he also believed he was defending the freedom of the United States. While expressing

7 Bennie G. Adkins Collection (AFC/2001/001/106206), Veterans History Project, American Folklife Center,
Library of Congress

78 Interview with Richard Detra, OH0126. 1 July 2000, Richard (Dick) Detra Collection, Vietham Center and Sam
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Thomas Striegler, OH0009. 1 August 2000, Thomas Striegler Collection, Vietnam Center and Sam Johnson
Vietnam Archive, Texas Tech University, https://www.vietnam.ttu.edu/virtualarchive/items.php?item=0H0009,
Accessed 18 May 2023.
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themselves differently, other soldiers ostensibly felt the same way. For instance, in a letter to
his son, another soldier wrote that American soldiers were making their sacrifice in order for
their children to have a free country to grow up in.8! Obviously, he also expressed the belief
that he was defending American freedom.

| want my country to live for billions of years to come. | want it to stand as
a light to all people oppressed and guide them to the same freedom we
know. If we can stand and fight for freedom, then | think we have done the
job God set down for us. It’s up to every American to fight for the freedom
we hold so dear. If we don’t, the smells of free air could become dark and
damp as in a prison cell.®

This statement must also be interpreted as a belief in defending the freedom of the
United States. Another example followed the same pattern:

I’'m glad to be here just to make sure the States stay safe...there are guys
dying over here for our freedom- your freedom as well as mine.®3

What these soldiers had in common was thus their emphasis on defending the freedom
of the United States. In the minds of these soldiers, freedom must be interpreted as security,
considering their statements. Keeping the United States free by fighting in Vietnam must
basically be interpreted as a belief in defending American security. Then, the soldiers in these
examples clearly believed the war was justified to defend the United States. This must further
be interpreted as the belief in a coherence between Vietnam and the security of the United
States. This pattern of thought reflected one of the key themes in President Johnson’s
justifications of the war- that American soldiers were fighting in Vietnam because the security
of the United States was at stake.

Similar to the motif in these accounts, another pattern in letters from combat soldiers
was the apparent perception of the war as a fight against communism:

Well we're stopping communism over here instead of in the people’s
backyard back home in the USA.84

According to his letter, this soldier believed that if communism was not stopped in Vietnam,
the United States would be the next battlefield against communist expansion. In other words,
the war was necessary to prevent communist expansion from reaching the United States. This
belief was evident in several other soldier letters written at this time. For instance, in another
letter, a soldier also opined that communism had to be stopped in Vietnam, or else the
Americans would risk fighting it on American soil:

81 James C. Kline to his son Ricky, March 14, 1966, in: Adler, Bill (ed.) Letters from Vietnam, 151

82 Hiram D. Strickland to his family, Undated, 1966, in: Adler, Bill (ed.) Letters from Vietnam, 193
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We are fighting communism, which cannot be allowed to spread. If we
leave Vietnam it will only delay the war to another time and place. Next
we would be fighting on home soil.®°

Further examples serve to elucidate the pattern in these letters:

Some people wonder why Americans are in Vietnam. The way | see the
situation, | would rather fight to stop communism in South Vietnam than
in Kincaid, Humbolt, Blue Mound, or Kansas City, and that is just about
what it would end up being.8¢

But every small, distant republic that is victimized by Communism brings
the enemy closer to our shores- weakens our resistance.®’

Clearly, these soldiers also expressed the belief that they were fighting communism in
Vietnam instead of in the United States, as implied by the references to “our shores” and
different geographical locations in the United States. In exactly the same manner, another
soldier opined that American soldiers were fighting in Vietnam to prevent the United States
from becoming the next target for communist expansion:

The reason why we are here is to stop Communism...if we didn’t stop
Communism over here, in due time we would no longer live in a free
country. Sooner or later after the Communists took Southeast Asia, the
U.S. would be one of their next objectives.8®

The common pattern in these letters was obviously a belief that communism constituted
a threat to the United States and therefore had to be stopped in Vietnam. Thus, just as the
soldiers emphasizing freedom for the United States as the reason for the war in Vietnam,
these soldiers also believed the war was, eventually, about American security. In comparison,
other soldiers did not directly specify the perceived threat to the United States, but expressed
nonetheless that they were in a war against communism:

We are here because we think this is where we must fight to stop a
communist threat.?°
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I"d just like to say that every American should know by now that the war
we’re fighting in South Vietnam is a war against communist aggression,
which is an ever-present threat to the free world today.

The message in these soldiers” statements was quite similar to the aforementioned examples.
Since they described communism as a threat, they probably meant that it was a threat to the
United States.

Thus, in all of these examples, the soldiers consistently talked about fighting
communism, and particularly the risk of fighting communism on American soil if they failed to
stop it in South Vietnam. The common pattern among these soldiers was thus the belief that
they were at war in Vietnam to defend the United States from communism. °*

The strong desire to keep America safe was evident in other soldiers” letters, although
they did not refer to either communism or the United States in their statements:

That is why we are here. If the enemy wins here he will win other places
too...So let’s stop him here, so that wonderful people like you and your
friends can have a happy life in the future.?

This statement reflected a belief in stopping the enemy in Vietnam to prevent him from
continuing his conquest. Indeed, “the enemy” is unspecified in the letter, contrary to the
soldiers describing the war as a fight against communism, but this was not uncommon. In a
similar letter from another soldier, it was also not explained who the enemy was:

Folks, don’t let these men die in vain. Appreciate what they are doing
over here in Vietnam. They died protecting you all, and all the people in
the United States. We just cannot have the enemy get to the folks back
home. We have got to stop them here, before that happens.®?

In both letters, the enemy must be interpreted as meaning communism, since both
soldiers emphasize the need to stop the enemy in Vietnam instead of fighting him in the
United States. This point of view corresponds to the other patterns of thought, which have
previously been discussed. In a comparable example, a soldier referred to the enemy as the
V.C.s [Viet Cong]: “If the V.C.s take over here, it will only be a matter of years before they try
the same in our own back yard.”®* The reference to the V.C.s must also be interpreted as this
soldier’s belief in fighting communism. Just as in the other examples, he described the risk of
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fighting the enemy on American soil. Thus, by referring to the risk of the enemy either trying
the same thing in “our own back yard” or “have the enemy get to the folks back home” the
soldiers in these examples were obviously thinking about American soil, and implied that the
United States would be in danger if communism was not stopped in Vietnam. Basically, they
thought the war was necessary to protect the United States.®® Clearly, this can only be
interpreted as the soldiers” belief in protecting the United States from communist expansion.
Many veterans who served at this time also insist they had similar beliefs about the war at the
time. This is obvious in the following excerpts from interviews:

We felt like it was a crusade against communism.®®

We were there to fight Communists and stop the spread of
Communism.®’

We really thought that we were going to stop the spread of communism.
Communism was our enemy that was a war between us and them. We
wanted and needed to stop them everywhere we could and that’s why
we went to Vietnam.%®

As can be seen from these excerpts, these veterans also felt it was vital to fight and stop
communism in Vietnam, and probably thought the ultimate goal was to prevent communism
threatening the security of the United States. This point of view is very obvious in similar
interviews with soldiers serving at the same time:

He [the president] was the boss of this country, and if he says we should
fight the communist party in Vietnam than as far as I’'m concerned that’s
where we’ll fight it. I’d rather fight it in Vietnam than fight it in San
Francisco and that was my feeling. I'd rather fight over their soil than my
soil.%
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The obvious interpretation of this veteran’s statement is, that he believed communist
expansion had to be stopped in Vietham, before it would become a threat to the United
States. Other veterans express exactly the same belief:

We felt that it was a threat to our country that needed to be met and that
we went over and tried to meet it in the way that seemed the most
appropriate at the time...We were fighting communism at the time, which
was a terrible enemy for us.1%°

We saw the Communists involved in every third world country trying to
overthrow it, overturn it and we saw that if we didn’t try to defend
ourselves and our allies, we could end up being surrounded by these folks
that were hostile to us. So we felt like we had to do the things we needed
to do for our country.%!

Clearly, as in the previous examples, these soldier’s statements also reflect the
perception that it was a war against communism. Thus, the common perception among these
veterans was that they were fighting the spread of communism because it constituted a threat
to the United States. As they imply, they would rather fight communism in Vietnam instead of
on American soil. In comparison, other veterans assert they specifically believed in the domino
theory at the time. Basically, a belief in the domino theory is tantamount to the perception of
the war as a fight against communist expansion.'% While the specific mention of the domino
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theory might be a case of rationalization because of the distance of time, the pattern in these
interviews nonetheless correspond to the view of the war expressed in the letters written at
the time.

In contrast to these patterns, some soldiers were apparently skeptical about the war-
already in 1965-1966. This is evident considering the following excerpts from letters written
at the time:

I’'m in Vietnam and every day | pray for only two things- to be out of this
hell and back home or to be killed before | might have to kill someone.%3

| once said duty here isn’t bad. | was wrong. It’s HELL. | hope to leave this
place and never see it again.'®

These soldiers clearly expressed their opposition to the war. This attitude can also be
traced in other letters. Another soldier even questioned why American soldiers were fighting
in Vietnam:

Why are we fighting in the first place? Do you know? Does anybody
know? | don’t.10°

These letters reflect an opposition to the war because these soldiers obviously didn’t
understand its purpose. A corresponding point of view is evident in a war diary from 1967.
Shortly before leaving Vietnam, the soldier writes, that he never felt that he was fighting for
a particular cause, but rather fought to stay alive and avoid getting killed.°® Some postwar
account by veterans serving at the same time corroborate the pattern in these sources. One
veteran recalls his opposition to one of the fundamental justifications of the war: “I didn't
really believe in the Domino Theory. | didn't really believe that communism in Vietnam was a
threat to the United States.”*%” In comparison, other veterans recall they had no idea at the
time what the war was about or about the situation in Southeast Asia.l%® As the pattern in
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these sources indicate, these soldiers opposed the war as they simply did not understand or
believe in its justifications.

As the patterns among the sources indicate, the soldiers serving in Vietnam in the years
1965-67 had different attitudes towards the war. A very significant pattern of the period was
the belief in fighting for American security. Whether describing the war as a fight for the
freedom of the United States, a war against communism, or a war to protect the security of
the American homeland, the soldiers basically expressed the same perception of the war’s
justification. They believed they were at war in Vietnam to protect the United States against
communist expansion. Thus, while expressing themselves differently, they shared a common
belief in defending their homeland by stopping communism in Vietnam. Obviously, they
believed in the domino theory, and feared that if communism wasn’t stopped in Vietnam it
would reach the United States. The soldiers thus expressed a commitment to president
Johnson’s claim that American security was at stake in Vietnam. Some soldiers instead
expressed a belief in helping South Vietnam stay free. This contradicts the findings in Moskos’
study, that the soldiers had no interest in defending South Vietnam. However, no soldiers
really expressed any desire to defend basic values and principles such as democracy. On the
other hand, while few in number, some soldiers clearly opposed the war’s justification. Thus,
even though many believed the war was justified to keep America safe, the soldiers were not
in complete agreement about the war’s justification.

1968: Peace With Honor

In March 1968, two months after the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong had launched the Tet
offensive, president Johnson announced a change in US policy towards Vietnam. He
announced it was time to negotiate for a peaceful settlement, to pursue peace with honor.'®
Richard Nixon, who succeeded Johnson in the White House in January 1969 had also promised
“Peace With Honor” in his election campaign.!® In a speech on November 3 1969 Nixon
explained his plan for ending the Vietnam war. All American forces would gradually be
withdrawn and instead leave the fighting for the South Vietnamese forces. This process was
known as Vietnamization.'! In his concluding remarks, Nixon emphasized how this plan was
the best way to obtain peace:

Tonight | do not tell you that the war in Vietnam is the war to end wars.
But | do say this: | have initiated a plan which will end this war in a way
that will bring us closer to that great goal to which Woodrow Wilson and
every American President in our history has been dedicated--the goal of
a just and lasting peace.'*?
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Following negotiations, the withdrawal of all American combat troops was completed in
January 1973. Two years later, North Vietnam invaded South Vietnam and ended the war.113

The Soldiers” Attitudes Towards the War 1968-1973
Some common patterns can also be established in the last years of the American war in
Vietnam. Some soldiers were obviously against the war, as the excerpts below exemplify:

The so-called heroes over here are the guys trying to do their jobs and get
home from this useless war.!'4

Vietnam is one of our mistakes, and our generation will unfortunately be
linked with this mistake unless we use the means available to rectify this
situation.!®
These letters clearly reflected the soldiers” opposition to the war, which apparently was
based on the belief that the war was a mistake. This attitude is mirrored in other letters
written at the time:

My position has not really changed. There is no reason to be here- and
there is even less reason to see Americans dying here.1®

After a while all | see just catches up with me and | begin to realize the
futility of it all. | really don’t want any part of it, so | participate as little as
possible in all things Army.’

The focal point in these letters was the description of the futility of the war. This opinion
corresponds to the aforementioned examples. Defeatism is the appropriate term for the
pattern of thought among these soldiers, as they obviously believed there was no chance of
winning the war and no reason to continue fighting.!'® Some soldiers specifically referred to
the political turmoil of South Vietnam in their criticism of the war:

This country is no gain that | can see, Dad. We're fighting, dying, for a
people who resent our being over here...This war is all wrong.'°
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Evidently, this soldier opposed the war because of the contempt shown by the South
Vietnamese towards the American soldiers. A corresponding attitude is also clearly expressed
in the following letter:

It may not have been a terribly wrong theoretical idea at one time. But
the foreign introduced offensive, the consequent corruption and then the
contempt that developed between people and groups- it makes a
mockery of the “noble” words used to justify this war.1°

Judging from this excerpt, the soldier in particular pointed out the Tet Offensive and the
political problems in South Vietnam as the reason he’d lost faith in the war’s justification.
Thus, his opinion corresponds to the aforementioned example. Other soldiers expressed their
opposition to the war as well, albeit not being quite as specific about the reason:

Why did he have to die for the sake of the silly games the politicians and
the Army play- why?...What are we doing here???!

This letter indicated the belief that only the political and military leadership was
interested in continuing the war- and not the combat soldiers. The pattern that can be
established on the basis of these examples is that these soldiers believed the war was wrong
especially because of the obvious problems and corruption in South Vietnam. As implied in
their statements, they could not see any reason why they should fight for that country. This
must also be interpreted as a sign of defeatism among these soldiers.

In comparison, some veterans who served at the same time express a similar opinion in
interviews conducted after the war:

Even while | was over there | thought the war was wrong. | thought it was
a big mistake. | was never a fan of the war at any time and | was just
delighted it was finally ending. At no time did | ever think that we had any
reason to be involved in it, and still do not.1??

Compared to the motif in the letters written at the time, this soldier similarly indicated a belief
that the war was a mistake. The same attitude can also be traced in the following interview:

“So feelings about the war at the time ... not in favor of it, somewhat
against it but hadn't participated in any anti-war activities at that point.
Now | did when | got back.”%3
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Hence, compared to the letters written at the time these veterans also expressed a similar
defeatist attitude, implying that the war was wrong and a mistake.

In contrast to this attitude, other soldiers still expressed a will to continue fighting, as
the following letters exemplifies:

People may scorn and protest but know that we fight for all of you who
wish to be free.1?*

As a clear response to Americans taking part in protests against the Vietnam War, this soldier
implied that the soldiers still fought for the American people. This must be interpreted as a
sustained belief that he was defending the United States. Other soldiers apparently shared
this opinion, sometimes even more obvious:

Although | can’t agree completely with the way the war is going, | don’t
agree on just up and leaving because then the whole purpose, the very
reason that all these men have died for, is lost... They are sent here to
fight and possibly die protecting America and the other free nations.'?

This soldier plainly indicates that protecting his country was the reason for continuing the war
in Vietnam. In comparison, another soldier was perhaps not as obvious, but nonetheless
expressed a corresponding point of view:

We are trying to end the war so that our loved ones will never have to
face the harsh realities of death in our own country.?¢

In line with soldiers writing in the early years of the war, this soldier also referred to the risk
of fighting in his own country if the war didn’t end in Vietnam. In other words, he also opined
that American security was at stake.

In this fashion, these soldiers expressed an opinion of the war which was very different
from the soldiers who opposed the war. They spoke of fighting for those “who wish to be
free,” “protecting America,” preventing death in “our own country.” These statements must
be interpreted as a belief in fighting for American security. Thus, they actually expressed a
sentiment similar to some of the soldiers serving before 1968, who also feared that their own
country would be threatened by communism if they failed to stop it in Vietnam. In other
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words, at a time when Nixon had made a change in U.S. policy towards Vietnam, some soldiers
still adhered to the original justifications of the war, which had emphasized Vietnam’s
importance to American security. In comparison, this pattern of thought can also be traced in
interviews with veterans who served after 1968, as some of these also acknowledge that they
supported the war effort at that time. For instance, some of them claim that they still believed
in the domino theory at the time and the need to stop the spread of communism in
Vietnam.'?’

Other veterans believed in helping Vietnam, as exemplified in the following two
statements:

what we thought was -- we were doing was doing the right thing, is to
bring freedom to -- to all the people so that they could -- they could also
enjoy freedom through their entire life.1?8

at that time, we are looking and tried to bring freedom to the people of
Vietnam and | saw that and the people was just really relishing that. They
wanted us to help them. So, not only were we defending our own
freedom, but we are trying to help another country with theirs.1?®

The logical interpretation that can be deduced from these interviews is the veterans” belief
that they were helping the South Vietnamese. Hence, as was evident among some soldiers in
the first years of the war, these soldiers also still believed in helping Vietnam defending its
freedom.

Apart from these patterns, some soldiers ostensibly didn’t think much about what the
war was about at the time, but still felt the war was right:

Not having any knowledge of the situation in Vietnam, in Southeast Asia,
| do feel that it's honest to say that | was acting patriotically as |
understood it at least at that time in my life as a nineteen-year-old kid. |
felt | was doing the right thing by joining with other men to fight a cause.
Now, right or wrong about the cause, that’s what | did not think about.
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For me the cause was just because it was American, if that makes any
sense.!30

The war’s purpose seems not to have been important to this soldier. Rather, a feeling of
patriotism and of simply doing his part for his country seems to have been a sufficient
motivator. This opinion can also be deduced from other interviews with veterans who served
at this time, considering the following two excerpts from interviews:

| was glad to be a soldier, | thought we were doing the right things, but |
did not know quite what was our real purpose and was, in fact,
communism this great threat?*3!

| didn’t much think about our mission at all. | had orders to go and | went
and |, (coughing) excuse me, | knew | was going to do what | was ordered
to do. That’s the way it’'s always been in our family—when our nation
called we went.'*?

Obviously, these two excerpts reflect a similar attitude to the war. As their statements
indicate, these soldiers did not think about the cause, the purpose or the mission, but still felt
they were doing the right thing. They were still supporting the war effort, but the war’s
purpose was not important to them. Whereas some other soldiers at this time still believed in
stopping communism in Vietnam instead of in the United States, this attitude can best be
interpreted as a rather vague interest in the war’s purpose and instead a belief in following
orders and “just” doing what they believed to be their patriotic duty.

The patterns in the sources reveal that the soldiers fighting in Vietnam between 1968
and 1973 were divided over whether the war was right. While some soldiers clearly opposed
the war, other soldiers still supported the war and clung to the belief that it was vital to
American security. This division was not an entirely new phenomenon, as the soldiers fighting
between 1965 and 1967 also displayed different attitudes. However, in the first years of the
war, opposition to the war was based on lack of understanding, or rather commitment, to the
war’s justifications. In contrast, by 1968, defeatism had clearly found its way into the minds
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of many American soldiers. Furthermore, the reversal in American policy towards Vietnam in
1968, and president Nixon’s goal of obtaining peace with honor, does not seem to have had
any influence on the soldiers. The soldiers who opposed the war had lost faith in winning, and
the soldiers who wanted to stay and fight still believed in the original justifications of the war.

The main difference between the soldiers serving before and after 1968 was the level of
commitment to the cause. Before 1968 many soldiers were deeply committed to the fight
against communism, whereas many soldiers serving after 1968 opposed the war and were not
committed to the fight against communism.

Conclusion

The American combat soldiers in Vietnam were never in universal agreement with the war’s
official justifications, as different opinions of the war existed among the soldiers throughout
the war. However, considering the common patterns of thought that can be traced among the
soldiers, it seems reasonable to posit that for many soldiers, the official justifications was an
important motivator. Considering the different themes in the official justifications, the most
important motivator was the national security dimension. Especially in the years 1965 to 1967,
many soldiers were clearly dedicated to stopping communism in Vietnam before it reached
the United States. Apparently, these soldiers displayed not “just” a latent ideology. They often
voiced a very patriotic rhetoric and an overt commitment to the president’s message of
Vietnam’s importance to American security. On the other hand, while some soldiers did
express a desire to help South Vietnam, the majority of soldiers were not committed to
fighting for democracy and freedom. Just Cause was not a significant motivator for the
majority of soldiers in the first years of the war. After 1968, when many soldiers foresaw
defeat and opposed the war, the national security dimension remained an important
motivator for the soldiers who still believed in the war’s original rationale. The possible
correlation between the soldier’s way into the military and his commitment to the cause is
complicated to determine in the case of the Vietnam war. Obviously, there was a growing
opposition to the war after 1968 at a time when the percentage of draftees fighting in Vietnam
gradually increased. However, although for different reasons, some soldiers also opposed the
war in the first years of the war when most of them were enlisted. Conversely, after 1968
some soldiers still wanted to stay and fight in Vietnam rather than leaving in defeat. Although
tendencies can be pointed out, the soldiers” way into the military does not seem to provide a
conclusive explanation for the soldiers” commitment to the cause.

Compared to the other major wars of the draft era, the Vietham War shares some
important similarities. The soldiers were not unconcerned with ideology. Fighting for
democratic values does seem to have been an important motivator in a sense. As in the world
wars, patriotism and a strong overt belief in defending the United States and its democratic
values was a strong motivator for the combat soldier, and remained so for some soldiers, even
at a time when they were facing defeat and retreat from a war without fronts.
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