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Abstract 

Existing security studies literature focuses on causes of war onset and conditions 

for war termination. Yet presidents regularly face major inflexion points where they 

must make a major war policy change, whether to deescalate, escalate, or conduct a 

hybrid approach. These decision points come after significant sunk costs, including lives 

lost, treasure invested, and political/diplomatic capital spent. The gap in research on 

mid-conflict policy adaptations, and on theoretical frameworks to explain them, presents 

an empirical puzzle that is the subject of this dissertation.  

This dissertation further scopes that topic, answering the following question. 

Why did presidents in the “shadow” of the Vietnam War make major war policy 

changes to cut losses and bring troops home, or to double down? To answer that 

question, this dissertation conducts a structured, focused comparison of four case 

studies: Lebanon (1984), Somalia (1993-1994), Iraq (2007), and Afghanistan (2009). It is 

structured in that it uses the same questions to uncover presidents’ rationale across each 

case. It is focused in that it orients each case on a specific presidential “sunk cost trap” 

decision. It uses a variety of primary and secondary material, including archival 

research and new, senior level interviews with former administration officials and 

military generals.   
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This dissertation finds that historical “lessons” act as a filter for strategic 

calculations among policy elite, ultimately influencing decision outcomes. Between the 

Vietnam War and 9/11, the Vietnam lesson to avoid quagmires by treating sunk costs as 

sunk and avoiding incremental escalation was dominant. The fear, or anticipated regret, 

of their own “Vietnam” created deescalatory pressures on presidents, demonstrated in 

the exits from Lebanon (1984) and Somalia (1993-1994). After 9/11, the logic flipped due 

to new lessons learned, including the need for proactive counterterrorism overseas and 

counterinsurgency strategies. This created escalatory pressures in Iraq (2007) and 

Afghanistan (2009) because of presidents’ desire to avoid another “9/11” on their watch. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction - Wartime “Sunk Cost Traps” in 
Vietnam’s “Shadow” 

"Vietnam looms over every major U.S. foreign policy decision.1” 

Introduction  

"I can't get out, I can't finish it with what I have got.  So what the hell do I do?2" 

American presidents during the Vietnam War faced multiple inflection points 

where they had to decide how to deal with costs already invested, and how to move 

forward.  This section’s topline quotation indicates how President Lyndon Baines 

Johnson felt trapped by bad options during these pivot points.  Nonetheless, for a 

variety of reasons, he repeatedly escalated in these situations.3  As the one most 

responsible for introducing air and ground combat forces, he grew U.S. involvement 

from approximately 16,000 military advisors to more than a half million troops.   

                                                      

1 Young, M. B. (2006). "Two, Three, Many Vietnams." Cold War History 6 (4): 413. 
2 President Lyndon Baines Johnson remarks to his wife during the Vietnam War, while reflecting on the 

predicament in which he found himself.  Germany, Kent. “Lyndon B. Johnson: Foreign Affairs,” Miller 

Center, University of Virginia, accessed February 19, 2019, at: 

https://millercenter.org/president/lbjohnson/foreign-affairs,. 
3 For President Johnson, deescalation meant the possibility that he could be labeled “weak” on communism, 

and the subsequent loss of political capital might jeopardize his Great Society domestic agenda. These were 

two of the reasons. Both were because he had more fear of deescalation’s potential consequences than of the 

downsides that escalation might bring about. See: Saunders, Elizabeth N. "War and the Inner Circle: 

Democratic Elites and the Politics of Using Force." Security Studies 24, no. 3 (2015): 466-501. Logevall, 

Fredrik. Choosing war. University of California Press, 1999. VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster: A New 

History of America's Descent into Vietnam, Harper Collins, 2018. 

https://millercenter.org/president/lbjohnson/foreign-affairs
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Presidents since then have responded to similar situations during military 

operations in various ways.  Some done so by cutting losses after reevaluating 

intervention policy, and others by doubling down in an effort to obtain a clear victory.4  

Presidents Ronald Reagan and William (Bill) Clinton deescalated the Lebanon and 

Somalia interventions, respectively.  Their reactions stand in starkest contrast to 

Johnson’s escalatory policies.  Clinton rapidly cut losses following the loss of eighteen 

soldiers in Somalia in early October 1993.5  Reagan took a bit longer to decide following 

the Beirut bombing, but eventually withdrew marines and abandoned the U.S. military 

intervention in Lebanon.  Presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama, on the other 

hand, escalated the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, respectively.  In each set of 

deescalation and escalation responses, seemingly very different presidents—a 

Republican and Democrat—pursued each basic approach.   

The existing literature focuses on war onset, war termination, and theoretical 

frameworks that deal with sunk costs in the business sector.  The gap in research on 

                                                      

4 Hadley, Steve. Speaking Engagement at Duke University, December 2, 2014. Feaver, Peter D. "The right to 

be right: Civil-military relations and the Iraq surge decision." International Security 35, no. 4 (2011): 108. 

During a December 13, 2006 meeting in the Pentagon, Army Chief of Staff General Peter Schoomaker said 

that an escalation might break the force by the required deployment timelines. Bush replied that another 

loss, like in Vietnam, was more likely to do that. The Chiefs begrudgingly agreed. See: Feaver, Peter. 

Southern Methodist University (SMU), Center for Presidential History (CPH) interview, April 27, 2015, seen 

July 8, 2016: https://vimeo.com/131688470. 
5 Clinton, William (Bill). My Life. New York: Random House. 2004. See p. 100-104 for a lesson Clinton 

gleaned from the Vietnam War that influenced his decision to pull out of Somalia following the Battle of 

Mogadishu. 

https://vimeo.com/131688470
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mid-conflict policy adaptations and on theoretical frameworks to explain them presents 

an empirical puzzle that is the subject of this dissertation.  What led presidents since 

Johnson to respond to their own mid-course military dilemmas in disparate ways?   

Regardless of the differences in execution, one common motivation for 

presidents’ responses may have been “to exorcize the ghosts of Vietnam and therefore 

bring that chapter of American history to a close.6”  Yet, what does the empirical record 

suggest?  Before examining that in future chapters, we must first understand the 

previous context in which subsequent presidents made their decisions.  That means 

understanding what the “ghosts” of Vietnam were and from where they came. 

Vietnam’s Impact on America and its Foreign Policy 

“Every president since Lyndon Johnson has lived with the legacies of the war 

and this has severely limited their freedom of action in foreign policymaking.7” 

 

“The American war in Vietnam ground on for eight long years, from 1965 to 

1973.  It notoriously and voraciously consumed both lives and reputations on its way to 

becoming an iconic cautionary tale: hubris—arrogance and pride that ancient Greeks 

warned against twenty-five hundred years ago—led the United States at the height of its 

power into the quagmire of Vietnam.  The resulting war grew into a disastrous and 

                                                      

6 Priest, Andrew. "From Saigon to Baghdad: The Vietnam Syndrome, the Iraq War and American Foreign 

Policy." Intelligence and National Security 24, no. 1 (2009): 171. 
7 Priest, Andrew. "From Saigon to Baghdad: The Vietnam Syndrome, the Iraq War and American Foreign 

Policy." Intelligence and National Security 24, no. 1 (2009): 148. 
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divisive conflict that devastated the land of Indochina, killed an estimated 3 million 

Vietnamese and more than 58,000 Americans, exposed the limits of America’s massive 

military power, sapped American treasure, polarized American politics, shook 

Americans’ faith in their country and themselves, and cast a shadow that persists to this 

day.8” 

Vietnam War “ghosts”—and the compelling desire to exorcise them—has had a 

huge cultural impact on America.9  Vietnam ghosts, or the Vietnam Syndrome, as it is 

often referred to, is the fear of a war turning into another such quagmire.  It entails fears 

of an indecisive outcome or a political defeat.  Symptoms can involve a long war, the 

military not having the resources it needs to accomplish policy aims, micromanagement 

from the White House reflective of distrust between civilian policymakers and military 

leaders, the loss of popular support, or mission creep leading to incremental escalation 

and a seemingly endless war.10  A key result of the Vietnam Syndrome was that “the 

American political establishment and public were more cautious in committing the 

American military to foreign engagements and interventions in light of Vietnam.11”  In 

                                                      

8 VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster: A New History of America's Descent into Vietnam, Harper Collins, 2018: 

113. Also: Burns, Ken and Lynn Novick. The Vietnam War. Public Broadcasting Service (PBS), 2017. 
9 Priest, Andrew. "From Saigon to Baghdad: The Vietnam Syndrome, the Iraq War and American Foreign 

Policy." Intelligence and National Security 24, no. 1 (2009): 139-171. 
10 Isaacs, Arnold R. Vietnam shadows: The war, its ghosts, and its legacy. JHU Press, 2000. 
11 Priest, Andrew. "From Saigon to Baghdad: The Vietnam Syndrome, the Iraq War and American Foreign 

Policy." Intelligence and National Security 24, no. 1 (2009): 142. 
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this way, the war increased recognition of public opinion’s importance, and its role in 

shaping the environment in which policy is made, as well as defining the parameters of 

the possible.12  

Vietnam ghosts have long affected the American identity, the way the country 

saw itself, and became “baked into” the American psyche after the war.13   The country 

no longer saw its power as exceptional, or at least not unlimited.14  Nor did Americans 

blindly trust their leaders anymore.  Americans no longer took it for granted that 

Commanders-in-Chief would only enter a war if it was wise to do so, or that they would 

make the best decisions regarding how to prosecute a war once having entered it.15  This 

“shadow” of the Vietnam War affected future presidents’ use of force decisions—

both before deployment and during employment.16  

                                                      

12 Sobel, Richard. The impact of public opinion on US foreign policy since Vietnam: Constraining the 

colossus. Oxford University Press on Demand, 2001: 5. Priest, Andrew. "From Saigon to Baghdad: The 

Vietnam Syndrome, the Iraq War and American Foreign Policy." Intelligence and National Security 24, no. 1 

(2009): 150. 
13 Williams, Kenneth H., and George C. Herring. "The Issues Raised by Vietnam Go to the Very Heart of 

Who We Think We Are: An Interview with the University of Kentucky's George C. Herring." The Register of 

the Kentucky Historical Society 102, no. 3 (2004): 287-355. 
14 Williams, Kenneth H., and George C. Herring. "The Issues Raised by Vietnam Go to the Very Heart of 

Who We Think We Are: An Interview with the University of Kentucky's George C. Herring." The Register of 

the Kentucky Historical Society 102, no. 3 (2004): 287-355. 
15 Burns, Ken and Lynn Novick. The Vietnam War. Public Broadcasting Service (PBS), 2017. 
16 Shultz, George P. Turmoil and Triumph: My Years as Secretary of State. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 

1993: 294. 
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Some saw military interventions as an opportunity to overcome the 

Vietnam Syndrome—a crippling inability to use power to pursue its interests.17  

President Ronald Reagan spoke about this as a presidential candidate, and then 

acted upon it once Commander-in-Chief.18  Les Janka, Deputy White House Press 

Secretary in 1983, reflected in 1985 on the impact of military involvement in Vietnam on 

Reagan’s intervention in Lebanon.   

There was a sense in the White House that we wanted to overcome the Vietnam 

Syndrome.  It was specifically discussed on a number of occasions. ... It [the 

Lebanon intervention] was an attempt to show the American people that we had 

overcome it, as well as [to show] not just the Middle East, but the rest of the 

world that America was back, ... that we were ready to use force for our interests 

and for the good of Western civilization.19 

 

As Janka indicates, the Vietnam syndrome entailed caution about utilizing 

military force in the war’s aftermath that administrations sometimes heeded and at 

others sought to overcome.  What was it about America’s conduct of the Vietnam War 

that gave rise to these ghosts? 

                                                      

17 Isaacs, Arnold R. Vietnam Shadows: The war, its ghosts, and its legacy. JHU Press, 2000: 67. Also: Quayle, Dan. 

“Proceedings and Debates of the 98th Congress, 1st Session,” August 4, 1983, Vol. 129, Part 17. Senate, Cong. 

Record, Rec. 22775, p. 23107. Quayle said, “Vietnam has made us paranoid, it has terrorized us, it has 

blinded us to our own interests.” 
18 Reagan, Ronald. “Peace: Restoring the Margin of Safety,” August 18, 1980, Veterans of Foreign Wars 

Convention, Chicago, Illinois, accessed June 2, 2016, at: 

https://reaganlibrary.archives.gov/archives/reference/8.18.80.html.  
19 “Retreat from Beirut,” Season 3, Episode 6, Frontline, Public Broadcast Station, February 26, 1985. 

https://reaganlibrary.archives.gov/archives/reference/8.18.80.html
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Decision Making During the Vietnam War 

“Like [Secretary of Defense Robert] McNamara, he [President Lyndon Johnson] 

felt caught in a terrible dilemma of his own making with no discernible exit.20” 

  

“‘It’s a hell of a situation.  It’s a mess.  And it’s getting worse.’ … 

‘Our current policy can lead only to disastrous defeat.21’” 

 

“‘We cannot turn our back on all we fought for,’ Johnson declared.22” 

 

 “Like McNamara, rather than cut his losses, Johnson plunged in deeper  

in a desperate effort not to nullify the choices and sacrifices already made.23” 

 

At the recommendation of his civilian advisors and military generals, President 

Johnson repeatedly deployed large numbers of American forces to Vietnam.  The result 

became an incrementally increasing troop strength and seemingly endless American 

commitment that extended beyond anything imagined when he first assumed the 

presidency.24  During the war’s decision making, President Johnson and Secretary 

McNamara eventually found themselves locked in a civil-military debate with General 

William Westmoreland and the Joint Chiefs of Staff regarding the efficacy of continued 

                                                      

20 VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster: A New History of America's Descent into Vietnam, Harper Collins, 2018: 

328. 
21 Senator Richard Russell and National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy in: VanDeMark, Brian. Road to 

Disaster: A New History of America's Descent into Vietnam, Harper Collins, 2018: 234, 261. 
22 President Johnson’s Notes on Conversation with Henry Luce, February 21, 1966, 9:35 A.M., MCWHR in: 

VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster: A New History of America's Descent into Vietnam, Harper Collins, 2018: 

328. 
23 VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster: A New History of America's Descent into Vietnam, Harper Collins, 2018: 

328. 
24 VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster, Harper Collins, 2018: 314; also: 295-378. 
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escalations.25  As civilian policy makers began to question their own policy and the 

prospects for success in Vietnam, the generals dug in.   

Once the first American combat troops splashed ashore, the initiative 

implicitly but ineluctably shifted toward the military.  The long-standing 

taboo against committing American ground forces [not just military 

advisers] to South Vietnam, once breeched—however slightly—broke an 

important psychological barrier and began generating powerful pressures 

for more troops. … approving the first troop request created a subtle but 

powerful psychological dynamic that made it harder for Johnson to deny 

subsequent approaches in order to remain consistent with his initial 

approval.26  

Johnson and his advisors’ “goal was not to win the war as quickly (and 

ruthlessly) as possible.”  Rather, it was “to prevent the loss of South Vietnam through 

‘controlled escalation’—slow and carefully measured increases in military pressure.”  

They believed “this would logically persuade Hanoi that its costs exceeded its potential 

gains, thus averting a war with China that might draw in the Soviet Union and trigger a 

nuclear World War III.27”   

                                                      

25 See: McMaster, Herbert R. Dereliction of Duty: Lyndon Johnson, Robert McNamara, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and 

the Lies that Led to Vietnam, 1997. Preceding two sentences draw on: VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster, 

Harper Collins, 2018: 297-298; also: 295-378. See also: Logevall, Fredrik. Choosing War. University of 

California Press, 1999. McNamara, Robert S., and Brian VanDeMark. In retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of 

Vietnam. Vintage, 1996: 322-24.  
26 VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster: A New History of America's Descent into Vietnam, Harper Collins, 2018: 

274, 277. Wicklund, Robert A., and Jack Williams Brehm. Perspectives on cognitive dissonance. Lawrence 

Erlbaum Associates, Inc., Hillsdale, NJ, 1976. Arkes, Hal R., and Catherine Blumer. "The psychology of sunk 

cost." Organizational behavior and human decision processes 35, no. 1 (1985): 124. Staw, Barry M. "Knee-deep in 

the big muddy: A study of escalating commitment to a chosen course of action." 
27 Last few quotations from: VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster, 2018: 275; also: 274, 280, 283-285, 298, 321-

322. See also: Moore, John Norton, and Robert F. Turner, eds. The Real Lessons of the Vietnam War: Reflections 
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Vietnam decision making made clear that White House policy makers, including 

the president, made decisions under stressful conditions, uncertainty, and incomplete 

information.28  “The picture that emerges is one of busy people trying to cope in a 

complex world in which they cannot afford to think deeply about every choice they have 

to make. … Because they are busy and have limited attention, they accept questions as 

posed rather than trying to determine whether their answers would vary under 

alternative formulations.29”   

Other factors reinforced this dynamic: a reluctance, and in some an 

inability, to admit to themselves and others that the lives and resources 

already committed had been committed unwisely; … and the fact that 

most people are not good at reasoning into the distant future and seeing 

what the end result will be. … This tendency to maintain operating 

procedures impeded Johnson and his Vietnam advisors from viewing 

each troop decision as part of a larger, failing pattern and led to an 

outcome they never anticipated: the commitment of more than a half 

million American troops by early 1968 with no end to the war in sight.30 

                                                      

 

Twenty-Five Years After the Fall of Saigon. Carolina Academic Press, 2002. Smoke, Richard. Controlling 

Escalation. Cambridge, Mass, 1977. McNamara, Robert S., James Blight, Robert K. Brigham, Thomas J. 

Biersteker, and Colonel Herbert Schandler. Argument Without End: In Search of Answers to the Vietnam 

Tragedy. Public Affairs, 2007: 373-98. Goldstein, Gordon M. Lessons in Disaster: McGeorge Bundy and the Path 

to War in Vietnam. Macmillan, 2008. 
28 Smoke, Richard. Controlling Escalation. Cambridge, Mass, 1977. Logevall, Fredrik. Choosing War. University 

of California Press, 1999.  VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster: A New History of America's Descent into 

Vietnam, Harper Collins, 2018: 298. 
29 Thaler, Richard H. and Cass Sunstein, Nudge: Improving Decisions about Wealth, Health, and Happiness, 

Yale University Press, 2008: 37. See also: VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster, Harper Collins, 2018: 298. 
30 VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster: A New History of America's Descent into Vietnam, Harper Collins, 2018: 

297-298. Arkes, Hal R., and Catherine Blumer. "The psychology of sunk cost." Organizational behavior and 

human decision processes 35, no. 1 (1985): 124. Staw, Barry M. "Knee-deep in the big muddy: A study of 
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Multiple times when faced with the possibility of deescalation, the status quo, 

escalation, or a hybrid option, Johnson escalated instead of changing his policy or 

narrowing his aims.31  Johnson’s advisors did present him with the risks of escalation.  

Some argued against it in favor of another course.  Some even pointed out the slippery 

slope that would likely ensue.32  Yet “Johnson’s mindset was rooted in his assumption 

that the loss of South Vietnam would entail greater risks and costs than would the 

introduction of U.S. combat forces.33”   

As scholars and policy makers reflected on the Vietnam War decision making 

and related it to the psychology of decision making on projects and investments in the 

private sector, or of a personal nature, the message became clear.  “People who face very 

bad options take desperate gambles, accepting a high probability of making things 

worse in exchange for a small hope of avoiding a large loss. … The thought of accepting 

                                                      

 

escalating commitment to a chosen course of action." Organizational behavior and human performance 16, no. 1 

(1976): 27-44. Brockner, Joel. "The escalation of commitment to a failing course of action: Toward theoretical 

progress." Academy of management Review 17, no. 1 (1992): 39-61. Sleesman, Dustin J., Donald E. Conlon, 

Gerry McNamara, and Jonathan E. Miles. "Cleaning up the Big Muddy: A Meta-Analytic Review of the 

Determinants of Escalation of Commitment." Academy of Management Journal 55, no. 3 (2012): 543. 
31 VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster: A New History of America's Descent into Vietnam, Harper Collins, 2018: 

295. 
32 Ball, George W. The past has another pattern: Memoirs. Vol. 23. New York: Norton, 1982: 366. VanDeMark, 

Brian. Road to Disaster, Harper Collins, 2018: 284-289. Logevall, Fredrik. Choosing War. University of 

California Press, 1999.   
33 Emphasis added, as it relates to my theoretical framework—explained in the next chapter and 

foreshadowed here. VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster, Harper Collins, 2018: 215 
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the large sure loss is too painful and the hope of relief too enticing to make the sensible 

decision that it is time to cut losses.34”  “Johnson and his advisors fell into this trap.  

Frustrated by setbacks and burdened by mounting American casualties, they responded 

… by reaching for future results.  Like gamblers desperate to recoup their losses—in this 

case, the precious coin of human lives—they pressed onward.35”   

Despite the immense effort, America failed to achieve its political objectives, 

leaving a bitter sense across the country that the cost was not worth it.36  Seen as the first 

time that the nation had failed to win a war, that assessment went to the core of 

American identity and diminished perceptions views of the nation’s strength.37  This, in 

turn, caused intense reflection about—and reaction to—decision making during the war, 

giving rise to “ghosts” that haunted future endeavors.38  The decisions for repeated 

escalation, in spite of some advice, evidence, and even decision makers’ conscience 

                                                      

34 Kahneman, Daniel, and Patrick Egan. Thinking, fast and slow. Vol. 1. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 

2011: 318-319. 
35 VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster: A New History of America's Descent into Vietnam, Harper Collins, 2018: 

297. 
36 McNamara, Robert S., and Brian VanDeMark. In retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam. Vintage, 

1996: 322-24. 
37 Williams, Kenneth H., and George C. Herring. "The Issues Raised by Vietnam Go to the Very Heart of 

Who We Think We Are: An Interview with the University of Kentucky's George C. Herring." The Register of 

the Kentucky Historical Society 102, no. 3 (2004): 287-355. 
38 Kalb, Marvin, and Deborah Kalb. Haunting legacy: Vietnam and the American Presidency from Ford to Obama. 

Brookings Institution Press, 2012. 
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suggesting it was unwise, contributed—along with the outcome—to Vietnam’s ghosts, 

casting a long, dark “shadow” that has been dissected by many.39 

The “Shadow” of Vietnam – Various Perspectives and yet 
General Consensus 

The Vietnam War’s “shadow” is long and dark.  It is long, lasting to the present 

day, some forty-five years since the end of America’s military involvement.  It is dark in 

that it demonstrated the limits of American power and has cast a negative hue over 

future U.S. military ventures.  Foreign policy endeavors have become even more 

politicized.40  Presidents, policymakers, academics, and average citizens alike walked 

away from the Vietnam War “having learned distinct lessons about what not to do.41”  

Some of these were related to American strategies, like the maxim “don't go to war 

                                                      

39 Senator Richard Russell and National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy in: VanDeMark, Brian. Road to 

Disaster, Harper Collins, 2018: 234, 261. Logevall, Fredrik. Choosing War. University of California Press, 1999: 

389-413. McMaster, Herbert R. Dereliction of Duty: Lyndon Johnson, Robert McNamara, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 

and the Lies that Led to Vietnam, 1997. Memo from George Ball to Rusk, McNamara, both Bundys, 

McNaughton, and Unger, Part II Only, 29 June 1965, in: The Pentagon Papers, Gravel Edition, Volume 4, 

(Boston: Beacon Press, 1971), pp. 609-610. Memorandum for the President from George Ball, "A Compromise 

Solution in South Vietnam," 1 July 1965, in: The Pentagon Papers, Gravel Edition, Volume 4, (Boston: Beacon 

Press, 1971): 615-619. Ball, George W. The past has another pattern: Memoirs. Vol. 23. New York: Norton, 1982. 
40 Destler, Irving M., Leslie H. Gelb, and Anthony Lake. Our own worst enemy: The unmaking of American 

foreign policy. Touchstone, 1985: 17-19. Priest, Andrew. "From Saigon to Baghdad: The Vietnam Syndrome, 

the Iraq War and American Foreign Policy." Intelligence and National Security 24, no. 1 (2009): 139-171. 
41 Lake, Anthony. “From Containment to Enlargement,” Remarks by Anthony Lake, Assistant to the 

President for National Security Affairs. Speech at Johns Hopkins University School of Advanced 

International Studies (SAIS), Washington, D.C., September 21, 1993, accessed October 5, 2015: 

http://fas.org/news/usa/1993/usa-930921.htm. 

http://fas.org/news/usa/1993/usa-930921.htm
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without a way to win.42”  Others were warnings about perceptions of the enemy: “don't 

underestimate the role of [their] ideas; don't minimize the power of nationalism43” to 

spur their long-term, against all odds ability to survive an onslaught of American 

military might.  The irony that reinforces Vietnam’s shadow, making it all the more 

intense and pervasive is the wide-spread recognition that “America’s role in the 

Vietnam War could have been averted. … We adopted that [no combat troop] policy in 

1961; we could have kept it in later years; we did not, to our great cost.44”  

Many agree that the American military intervention in Vietnam was a disaster.  

The section above characterizing the decision making illustrates important reasons why.  

Johnson and his key advisors included sunk costs in their assessments and did not know 

when to cut their losses.  Their escalation decisions were made despite low prospects of 

victory, and not always for the best interests of the country, nor with a long-term view in 

mind.  One fateful decision followed another, gradually sucking America farther and 

                                                      

42 Lake, Anthony. “From Containment to Enlargement,” Remarks by National Security Advisor at Johns 

Hopkins University SAIS, Washington, D.C., September 21, 1993, accessed October 5, 2015: 

http://fas.org/news/usa/1993/usa-930921.htm. 
43 Lake, Anthony. “From Containment to Enlargement,” September 21, 1993, accessed October 5, 2015, 

available at: http://fas.org/news/usa/1993/usa-930921.htm. Also: McNamara, Robert S., and Brian 

VanDeMark. In retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam. Vintage, 1996: 322-24. 
44 Bundy Fragment No. 86 in Goldstein, Gordon M. Lessons in disaster, 2008: 68. Also: Logevall, Fredrik. 

Choosing war. Univ. of California Press, 1999: 389-413. VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster, 2018: xiii-294; 

also: 234, 239, 261, 263. 

http://fas.org/news/usa/1993/usa-930921.htm
http://fas.org/news/usa/1993/usa-930921.htm
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farther into the growing quagmire.45  Scholars and policy practitioners have drawn 

different conclusions about the nature of U.S. failure and key lessons to apply in future 

conflicts.   

Three major camps offer differing explanations of the type of failure the Vietnam 

War represents.  One argues that the war was winnable if U.S. leaders had properly 

understood the nature of the war upon which they were embarking and employed the 

appropriate corresponding strategy and sufficient resources.  Escalation "was neither 

sinister nor self-seeking; rather it was mechanistic, incremental, and sanguine.  The 

rationale was that of always pursuing 'the next logical step' ... 'The best and the 

brightest' that the nation had to offer believed unflaggingly that commitment and will 

would bring success.46”  So, the political loss of the war—eventually losing South 

Vietnam to the communist North—was an epic failure of misunderstanding.47 

                                                      

45 Preceding couple sentences draw from: VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster, 2018: 234, 264, 328; also: 295-

378. 
46 Halberstam, David. The best and the brightest. Modern Library, 2002. Dunn, Joe P. "In Search of Lessons: 

The Development of a Vietnam Historiography." Parameters 9, no. 4 (1979): 31. “In a culture that valued 

action and decisiveness, deep analysis and careful reflection—what some in the military derided as ‘analysis 

paralysis’—were often avoided. … Many, including Westmoreland and the chiefs, believed that stopping to 

reflect would divert attention and resources … from the all-important task of pushing forward.” From: 

VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster, 2018: 312. 
47 For some of the failures of understanding, see: McNamara, Robert S., and Brian VanDeMark. In retrospect: 

The tragedy and lessons of Vietnam. Vintage, 1996: 322-324. General Westmoreland, former commander of all 

forces in Vietnam, and Admiral Ulysses S. Grant Sharp, Pacific Command (PACOM) Commander during 

the Gulf of Tonkin incident, argued that political restraints prevented victory. Dunn, Joe P. "In Search of 

Lessons: The Development of a Vietnam Historiography." Parameters 9, no. 4 (1979): 31. Westmoreland, 

William Childs. A soldier reports. Da Capo Pr, 1989.  Sharp, Ulysses S. Grant. Strategy for Defeat: Vietnam in 
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A second camp holds that the war could not have been won because the North 

Vietnamese political and social will to fight far exceeded that of the United States.  There 

were no feasible options America could have utilized that would have brought political 

success.48  Hence, intervention itself—and subsequent escalations—were a mistake.49  

Policy makers should have determined earlier that the war was unwinnable at the price 

the United States was willing to pay.  A related argument could fit into either of the first 

two groups and is known as the “quagmire thesis.”  In part, it holds that policymakers 

regarded each escalatory step as the last that would be necessary to secure victory.50  

Eventually those steps—based on faulty assumptions of friend and foe alike—embroiled 

the United States in a quagmire.51   

The third camp claims that American decision makers understood the unreliable 

nature of the South Vietnamese government, recognized that the odds of success were 

low, and yet deliberately deceived the public about the, making participation a 

                                                      

 

Retrospect. Presidio Pr, 1986. Summers, Harry G. On strategy: A critical analysis of the Vietnam War. Presidio 

Press, 2009. 
48 U.S. advisors did not recommend dropping nuclear bombs on North Vietnam, for instance. VanDeMark, 

Brian. Road to Disaster: A New History of America's Descent into Vietnam, Harper Collins, 2018. 
49 One example is: Schandler, Herbert Y. America in Vietnam: The War that Couldn't be Won. Rowman & 

Littlefield, 2009. 
50 Catton, Phillip E. "Refighting Vietnam in the History Books: The Historiography of the War." OAH 

Magazine of History 18, no. 5 (2004): 8. 
51 McNamara, Robert S., and Brian VanDeMark. In retrospect: The tragedy and lessons of Vietnam, 1996: 322-324. 
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deception or a crime.52  Whether a misunderstanding, a mistake, a deception, or a crime, 

the Vietnam War’s legacy is etched into the American psyche.53  Both for people who 

fought in Vietnam and for those who did not, the war has affected beliefs about when 

military force should be utilized and when it should not.54  Frances FitzGerald, backed 

by many of the critics in all of these groups, proffered that "the 'lesson' to be drawn from 

this debacle was that the United States ought to pursue a more discriminating foreign 

policy that took account of the limits of American power.55"   

Like the differing views about the nature of American failure, there are a variety 

of lessons that scholars and policy practitioners have taken away from the Vietnam War.  

A common theme is when and how to best use force.  President Ronald Reagan’s 

Secretary of Defense, Caspar Weinberger, and his senior military assistant, then Major 

General Colin Powell, codified many as criteria for the use of American military power 

                                                      

52 This section, thus far, draws on: Lind, Michael. Vietnam: The Necessary War. Simon and Schuster, 2013. 

Also: McMaster, Herbert R. Dereliction of Duty: Lyndon Johnson, Robert McNamara, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and 

the Lies that Led to Vietnam, 1997. VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster, Harper Collins, 2018: 234, 261, 328. 
53 According to the line of reasoning behind each of these arguments, the threat posed by the potential 

collapse of South Vietnam did not require a U.S. military response to prevent communism from spreading 

across Southeast Asia.  This rationale runs contrary to assertions by academics such as Michael Lind, Mark 

Moyar and others who claim the war was necessary (Lind) and prevented other countries across Southeast 

Asia from falling to communism, per the Domino Theory (Moyar).  Unlike Lind and Moyar, these 

arguments suggest that U.S. power has limits. See: Lind, Michael. Vietnam: The necessary war. Simon and 

Schuster, 2013. Mark Moyar, Chapters 15-17 in Triumph Forsaken: The Vietnam War, 1954-1965 (2006). Also: 

George C. Herring, Chapter 4 in America’s Longest War, 3d ed., pp. 108-143. 
54 Jason, Philip K. Acts and shadows: the Vietnam War in American literary culture. Rowman & Littlefield 

Pub Inc, 2000: 2-3. Turner, Fred. Echoes of Combat: The Vietnam War in American Memory. Anchor Books, 

1996: 3-16, 185-195. 
55 Catton, Phillip E. "Refighting Vietnam in the History Books: The Historiography of the War." OAH 

Magazine of History 18, no. 5 (2004): 8. 
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that became known as the Weinberger-Powell Doctrine.  The criteria included the need 

to ensure military operations were a last resort and congruent with vital national 

interests.  Having met those conditions, the nation’s leaders must intervene only with 

good prospects for success and with the support of the American people.  They must 

have clear and narrowly defined objectives, wage the war with a clear intent to win, 

using decisive force (avoiding incremental approaches), and reassess their policy 

frequently to ensure alignment between their ends and their means.56   

Others offered similar and supporting recommendations.  Before unleashing “the 

dogs of war,” leaders should take a close look at the local realities to adjust assumptions 

and determine the likelihood of victory.57  The country must not allow the enemy 

                                                      

56 Weinberger, Caspar. “The Uses of Military Power,” Remarks Prepared for Delivery by the Hon. Caspar 

Weinberger, Secretary of Defense, to the National Press Club, Washington, D.C., November 28, 1984, 

accessed May 31, 2016, at: http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/military/force/weinberger.html. 

Others also encouraged leaders to see sunk costs as sunk during reevaluations. Staw, Barry M. "Knee-deep 

in the big muddy: A study of escalating commitment to a chosen course of action." Organizational behavior 

and human performance 16, no. 1 (1976): 27-44. Brockner, Joel. "The escalation of commitment to a failing 

course of action: Toward theoretical progress." Academy of management Review 17, no. 1 (1992): 39-61. 

Sleesman, Dustin J., Donald E. Conlon, Gerry McNamara, and Jonathan E. Miles. "Cleaning up the Big 

Muddy: A Meta-Analytic Review of the Determinants of Escalation of Commitment." Academy of 

Management Journal 55, no. 3 (2012): 543. Croco, Sarah. Peace at What Price?. Cambridge University Press, 

2015. 
57 Khong, Yuen Foong. "Analogies at war,” 1992: 260-62. McNamara, Robert S., and Brian VanDeMark. In 

retrospect: The tragedy and lessons of Vietnam. Vintage, 1996. Kalb, Marvin, and Deborah Kalb. Haunting legacy: 

Vietnam and the American Presidency from Ford to Obama. Brookings Institution Press, 2012. Memo from 

George Ball to Rusk, McNamara, both Bundys, McNaughton, and Unger, Part II Only, 29 June 1965, in: The 

Pentagon Papers, Gravel Edition, Volume 4, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1971), pp. 609-610. Memorandum for the 

President from George Ball, "A Compromise Solution in South Vietnam," 1 July 1965, in: The Pentagon Papers, 

Gravel Edition, Volume 4, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1971): 615-619. Gelb, Leslie H., and Richard K. Betts. The 

irony of Vietnam: The system worked. Brookings Institution Press, 1979: 347-369.  

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/military/force/weinberger.html
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sanctuary, place undue limits on the military’s conduct of the war, micromanage the 

conflict from the White House, nor abdicate war leadership to the military.58  In making 

policy adjustments mid-course, per economic advice, policy makers must treat sunk 

costs as “sunk.”  The human, financial, and temporal investments already expended 

should not factor into decisions of whether or how to continue the effort—only future 

cost-benefit calculations.59  America must end wars decisively and quickly, avoiding a 

“quagmire:” a long, dragged out conflict that the nation was not winning and that was 

not advancing U.S. interests.60  These measures would enable them to avoid their own 

“Vietnam”—code for a lengthy quagmire in an overseas military operation.  These “lessons” 

                                                      

58 Summers, Harry G. On strategy: A critical analysis of the Vietnam War. Presidio Press, 2009. Cohen, Eliot A. 

Supreme command: Soldiers, statesmen and leadership in wartime. Simon and Schuster, 2012. Goldstein, Gordon 

M. Lessons in Disaster: McGeorge Bundy and the Path to War in Vietnam. Macmillan, 2008. McNamara, Robert 

S., James Blight, Robert K. Brigham, Thomas J. Biersteker, and Colonel Herbert Schandler. Argument Without 

End: In Search of Answers to the Vietnam Tragedy. Public Affairs, 2007: 373-98. McMaster, Herbert R. Dereliction 

of Duty: Lyndon Johnson, Robert McNamara, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the Lies that Led to Vietnam, 1997. Moore, 

John Norton, and Robert F. Turner, eds. The Real Lessons of the Vietnam War: Reflections Twenty-Five Years 

After the Fall of Saigon. Carolina Academic Press, 2002. 
59 Staw, Barry M. "Knee-deep in the big muddy: A study of escalating commitment to a chosen course of 

action." Organizational behavior and human performance 16, no. 1 (1976): 27-44. Brockner, Joel. "The escalation 

of commitment to a failing course of action: Toward theoretical progress." Academy of management Review 17, 

no. 1 (1992): 39-61. Sleesman, Dustin J., Donald E. Conlon, Gerry McNamara, and Jonathan E. Miles. 

"Cleaning up the Big Muddy: A Meta-Analytic Review of the Determinants of Escalation of Commitment." 

Academy of Management Journal 55, no. 3 (2012): 543.  
60 Catton, Phillip E. "Refighting Vietnam in the History Books: The Historiography of the War." OAH 

Magazine of History 18, no. 5 (2004): 8. 
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are ones Congressmen also raised during U.S. participation in Lebanon, Somalia, Iraq, 

and Afghanistan.61   

President Ronald Reagan’s Secretary of State, George Shultz, offered an opposing 

view representative of those, like future Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, who 

viewed the use of Vietnam’s “lessons” with skepticism.62  Shultz indicated that, “the 

lesson of Vietnam was continually being cited to reject any use of military force unless in 

exceptional circumstances and with near total public support in advance.  Does this, I 

asked, ‘mean there are no situations where a discrete assertion of power is needed or 

appropriate for limited purpose?  The need to avoid no-win situations cannot mean that 

we turn automatically away from hard-to-win situations that call for prudent 

involvement.63’”  Although Weinberger and Shultz disagreed on when and how to use 

force, they agreed with the assessment of the war’s impact on America.  “The Vietnam 

                                                      

61 House Jt. Resolution 364, “Congressional Debate about Extending Authorization for the President’s 

Deployment of Marines in Lebanon,” Congressional Record, 98th Congress, 1st Session. House of 

Representatives, Vol. 129, Part 19, September 28-29, 1983. CQ Almanac. “A Reluctant Congress Adopts 

Lebanon Policy,” accessed March 12, 2016, at: 

https://library.cqpress.com/cqalmanac/document.php?id=cqal83-1198422. Statutory Authorization Under the 

War Powers Resolution - Lebanon: Hearing and Markup Before the Committee on Foreign Affairs, House of 

Representatives, Ninety-eighth Congress, First Session (Washington, 1983). Lake, Anthony. “From Containment 

to Enlargement,” Remarks by National Security Advisor at Johns Hopkins University SAIS, Washington, 

D.C., September 21, 1993, accessed October 5, 2015: http://fas.org/news/usa/1993/usa-930921.htm. Clinton, 

William (Bill). My Life. New York: Random House. 2004: 100-104, 551-558. Albright, Madeleine Korbel, Bill 

Woodward, and Lisbeth Warburg. Madam Secretary, 2003: 145. Feaver, Peter D. "The right to be right: Civil-

military relations and the Iraq surge decision." International Security 35, no. 4 (2011): 108. Woodward, Bob. 

Obama's wars. Simon and Schuster, 2011: 324-328.  
62 Albright, Madeleine Korbel, Bill Woodward, and Lisbeth Warburg. Madam Secretary, 2003: 182. 
63 Shultz, George P. Turmoil and Triumph: My Years as Secretary of State. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 

1993: 646; also see pgs. 649-651 for Shultz’s further critique of the Weinberger Doctrine. 
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War had left one indisputable legacy: massive press, public, and congressional anxiety 

that the United States – at all costs – avoid getting involved in ‘another Vietnam.64’” 

So, despite some debates, to many, Vietnam’s lessons have a similar theme that 

urge caution in applying military force.65  Second, there is a common understanding that 

avoiding “another Vietnam” is synonymous with averting another quagmire.  Third, 

there is general consensus on what it takes to do so: wisdom regarding whether to 

intervene, and if so, that limited aims, decisive force up front, and public support are 

critical.  Fourth, “If you are going to lose it is better not to take too long about it—better 

not to spend too much blood and treasure to achieve that defeat.66”  In other words, 

know when to cut your losses.  Given the importance of the “lessons” emerging from the 

Vietnam War, it is important to establish a common understanding of what is meant by 

that and other key terms before going any further.  

                                                      

64 Shultz, George P. Turmoil and Triumph: My Years as Secretary of State. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 

1993: 294. 
65 The Vietnam “lessons” delineated in the opening of this chapter have been understood and relevant to 

lawmakers and presidential advisors in the war’s wake, and usually to the president himself. Lawmakers 

have raised the spectre of another “Vietnam” as shorthand for a pending foreign policy debacle involving an 

American military intervention. Vietnam’s lessons have been helpful for presidents facing hard-to-win 

situations, similar to those faced during the Vietnam War, where they felt trapped between committing 

more than intended to achieve their aims, or cutting losses and falling short of their goals. 
66 VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster: A New History of America's Descent into Vietnam, Harper Collins, 

2018: 295. 
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Definitions of Key Terms and the Way Forward  

I define “lessons” as indelibly strong impressions learned from past tragedy and 

shared across many of the relevant actors.  Lessons lead the key players and president to 

adjust their conceptual approach and policy implementation to address a seemingly 

similar future threat.  In my cases, relevant actors include civilian policy makers and 

military leaders.  The ultimate decider in each case is the president.  In the “shadow” of 

Vietnam, presidents have feared their own Vietnam-like quagmire, or after 9/11, another 

spectacular attack against the homeland.  This fear, what I have called “anticipated 

regret,67” impacted their responses to hard-to-win military interventions mid-course.  The 

mission in these cases has long stalemated, or is experiencing shocking outcomes.  The 

withdrawal, continued deployment, or reinforcement of forces—and even diplomatic 

efforts—can each generate intense, partisan criticism.  These wartime dilemmas occur after 

significant investment of lives, financial treasure, time, and effort, making them even 

tougher to abandon.  There are no easy answers; there are costs associated with any 

feasible option: deescalation, the status quo, escalation, and hybrid solutions.  I have, 

therefore, termed these situations “sunk cost traps.” 

                                                      

67 Wong, Kin Fai Ellick, and Jessica YY Kwong. "The role of anticipated regret in escalation of commitment." 

Journal of Applied Psychology 92, no. 2 (2007): 545-554.  Ku, Gillian. "Learning to de-escalate: The effects of 

regret in escalation of commitment." Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 105, no. 2 (2008): 

221-232. 
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So far, I have provided the context of Vietnam’s emergent lessons and 

corresponding influence necessary for understanding the backdrop for the rest of the 

dissertation.  A large portion of the rest of this chapter is a survey of the literature’s 

insights about how presidents might respond to hard-to-win situations similar to those 

wartime dilemmas that confronted Johnson.  The theme around which the literature 

review is organized is material relating to how decision makers respond to “sunk cost 

traps” and why, including theoretical influences on presidents’ policy making.  One group 

of literature offers an economic logic that argues for ignoring sunk costs.  Another body of 

scholarship argues that influential political or psychological factors often cause leaders to 

include sunk costs in their decision making.  I look at work from each camp germane to 

my research.  I also point out a puzzle that emerges from identifying a gap in that 

literature.   

In essence, the gap is the absence of empirical research on war policy adjustments 

mid-course.  The puzzle, then, is how and why American presidents decide to change 

policy during military conflicts.  Narrowed further, the puzzle I explore in this 

dissertation is how U.S. presidents have decided what to do when major military 

interventions in Vietnam’s “shadow” are not going well.  In the next chapter, I describe 

my theoretical framework, including 9/11’s displacement of the Vietnam lesson as 

dominant during major war policy adjustments.  The argument I advance in response to 
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the puzzle is that pre-9/11, presidents believed that the risks of entrapment (via escalation) 

were worse than the risks of deescalation.  After 9/11, the logic flipped due to a new, 

traumatically learned lesson.  But that is for the theory chapter, and for subsequent 

exploration in the case study chapters.  Before the literature review, I first explain the 

wartime sunk cost dilemmas presidents face, how they differ from other use of force 

decisions, and the cases I have selected and why.   

What are “Sunk Cost Traps?” 

Sunk costs are expenses that have already been spent, are irrecoverable, 

and which are independent from future costs and benefits.68  Wartime sunk costs 

can be significant influencers due to the lives lost (i.e. human sunk costs).  The 

time, money, and effort already invested represent other sunk costs.  A leader’s 

responsibility for the war’s initiation is a type of sunk cost related to his personal 

credibility.  It can be approximated through a proxy measure of the change in 

support for the president’s handling of the conflict from initiation to the current 

time.  A change of 25% approval for the president’s leadership of the military 

operation reflects an estimated 25% change in the personal credibility, or political 

capital and operating freedom, he has to manage the war.  So too are changes in 

                                                      

68 Kelly, Thomas. "Sunk costs, rationality, and acting for the sake of the past." Noûs 38, no. 1 (2004): 15. 
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national prestige a type of sunk cost related to the war’s progress, or lack thereof.  

They can be understood through proxy factors that gauge the impact on the 

country’s credibility were American military participation to stop immediately.  

For instance, when in a “sunk cost trap” in which the military is fighting non-

state actors, a withdrawal decision could mean that America will lose prestige by 

pulling out at a low point, appearing to “lose” to less powerful elements, (or at 

least not “win” – i.e. not fully accomplish its objectives).  That drop in national 

prestige may influence the country’s future credibility, affecting its ability to 

deter enemies and assure allies.   

“Sunk cost traps” can require a presidential strategy change during armed 

conflict.  The “trap” occurs when there appears to be no good way out of the 

stalemate, or a conflict gone awry.  Battlefield developments have made it 

unclear whether achievement of political objectives is possible, especially at the 

cost the nation is willing to pay.  A decision to escalate can involve incremental 

investments of soldiers, money, and time, all the while staking ever more 

national prestige on an uncertain outcome and making withdrawal short of 
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victory ever more difficult.69  On the other hand, abandoning the effort means the 

costs that have already been incurred will have been in vain.  Instead of the 

potential for them to have been the price of victory, they may become the price of 

defeat.  It is unclear, therefore, how much value should be placed, and effort 

undertaken, to accomplish the goals sought.  The sunk costs already incurred 

“trap” presidents who recognize these dynamics and yet have strong pulls to 

win, reestablish American credibility, gain a better bargaining position, or justify 

prior decisions for war.  The presidential challenge with “sunk cost traps” is to 

determine whether it is worthwhile to apply greater and/or modified effort 

against a failing endeavor, but one in which victory, though elusive, seems 

within reach.70 

                                                      

69 Memo from George Ball to Rusk, McNamara, both Bundys, McNaughton, and Unger, Part II Only, 29 June 

1965, in: The Pentagon Papers, Gravel Edition, Volume 4, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1971), pp. 609-610. 

Memorandum for the President from George Ball, "A Compromise Solution in South Vietnam," 1 July 1965, 

in: The Pentagon Papers, Gravel Edition, Volume 4, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1971): 615-619. Ball, George W. The 

past has another pattern: Memoirs. Vol. 23. New York: Norton, 1982: 366. 
70 “Sunk cost opportunities,” on the other hand, challenge presidents with an attractive “opportunity” to go 

for more because of “catastrophic,” unexpected success experienced so far. Having attained initial aims 

relatively easily or quickly, the sunk costs of deploying a large number of troops to a remote combat 

location may tempt presidents to address additional threats in the country or region while already there. A 

subsequent book project inserts a “sunk cost opportunity” case study (the Persian Gulf War) and contrasts 

its decision making with the “sunk cost traps.” 
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How “Sunk Cost Traps” Arise 

Battlefield developments can awaken presidents to a “sunk cost trap,” including 

major failures or stalemate, both of which can be compounded by an election cycle.71  

Shocking failure is usually the most effectual “alarm,” alerting presidents that a 

reappraisal of war policy, and possibly major changes, are in order.  Shocking failures can 

include tragic loss of life on a larger scale than the recent trend; defeat at the hands of an 

enemy heretofore considered unsophisticated, incompetent, or without advanced 

weaponry; weapons of mass destruction terrorism; or a surprise invasion.  Prolonged 

stalemate can have a similar effect, just requiring a longer tripwire to trigger presidential 

action.72  This could present presidents with a predicament:  should I escalate, hopefully 

increasing my odds of success?  The challenge is the intrinsic uncertainty associated with 

these decisions.  The president may escalate and find the situation no better several 

months or years later, but having paid more.   

Finally, elections can energize calls for change, especially if they occur in 

conjunction with wide-spread perceptions of failure or stalemate.  Candidates debate the 

                                                      

71 Success can also be a catalyst for change, but instead of urgency to “right a sinking ship,” or as a reaction 

to intense opposition, these situations present opportunities to leverage favorable battlefield developments 

to achieve even greater objectives. One of these cases, the Persian Gulf War, will be added to a subsequent 

book project, but this dissertation focuses on the sunk cost traps. 
72 Of interest, Smith and Stam (2004) suggest that longer conflicts can be more decisive than shorter wars, 

since belligerents are less likely to revert to war after a long war. Smith, Alastair, and Allan C. Stam. 

"Bargaining and the Nature of War." Journal of Conflict Resolution 48, no. 6 (2004): 783-813. 
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merits for and against war, and the related strategies for dealing with the strategic 

decision point.  Campaign rhetoric then follows elected presidents into office, potentially 

limiting their flexibility, or requiring more political capital if circumstances change their 

mind about the best policy.  In either case, the campaign trail calls much attention to the 

war and the strategy used to accomplish national objectives.  Once elected (or reelected), 

presidents face the leadership challenge of implementing their proposed policy changes, 

pursuing a satisfactory conclusion to the war, and measuring and touting successes, 

while also balancing resources and political capital necessary for other foreign and 

domestic initiatives.73     

Why “Sunk Cost Traps” are Important 

Mid-war adjustments are, therefore, often necessary.  Changing course 

represents the ability to learn from what has gone wrong, what has gone well, and 

adjust midstream.  The side that makes the best course corrections the fastest gains an 

advantage.  During World War II, the Germans U-boat attacks were very effective in 

destroying American ships carrying supplies across the Atlantic for the British and other 

Allies.  Once Allies devised an effective strategy of convoy escorts using naval and air 

assets, as well as breaking the German Enigma machine’s code, so that leaders could 

                                                      

73 See: Saunders, Elizabeth Nathan. Leaders at war: how presidents shape military interventions. Cornell 

University Press, 2011.  Saunders, Elizabeth N. "War and the Inner Circle: Democratic Elites and the Politics 

of Using Force." Security Studies 24, no. 3 (2015): 466-501. 
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decipher from intercepted communications what the enemy was planning, the results 

were dramatically different.74 

During the recent wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, Al Qaida, Taliban, and other 

enemy elements were utilizing improvised explosive devices (IEDs) to great success 

against U.S. vehicles.  Secretary of Defense Robert (Bob) Gates worked with defense 

contractors to rapidly develop a solution.  The result was the Mine-Resistant Ambush 

Protected (MRAP) vehicle.  Fielded first in 2007-2008, its v-shaped hull provided better 

protection against the explosive power of IEDs.  That change, along with a faster 

medical evacuation time, supported the troop surges and new counterinsurgency 

strategy in Iraq and Afghanistan.  These changes did not necessarily facilitate a clear 

victory, but did save many lives.75 

Policy adjustments, like these examples, can involve technical and operational 

level solutions.  They can also involve diplomatic, political, economic, and human 

components.  They may involve increasing or decreasing the lethality of the means used, 

changing target types, and removing sanctuary from the enemy or increasing the rules 

of engagement that bound U.S. forces’ activity.  They may involve actions to increase 

popular support at home and to gain more international resources for the fight.  They 

                                                      

74 Sheffield, Gary. “The Battle of the Atlantic: The U-Boat Peril,” BBC, March 30, 2011, accessed February 20, 

2019: http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/worldwars/wwtwo/battle_atlantic_01.shtml.  
75 Robert, M. "Gates, Duty: Memoirs of a Secretary at War." (2014). 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/worldwars/wwtwo/battle_atlantic_01.shtml
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might involve a withdrawal and speeches to remind the public about what the endeavor 

achieved.  The ability to adjust midcourse may mean the difference between winning 

and losing the war, both militarily and politically, and in perception.  Like the 

escalations and later deescalations during the Vietnam War, the implications may also 

make a significant difference well beyond the war’s outcome on citizens’ perceptions of 

their government, military, and country, or on future policy makers’ decisions. 

Thus, presidents’ responses to sunk cost dilemmas have a certain gravity that 

render them worth studying.  These decisions carry important opportunity costs, having 

significant implications for domestic resource allocation, international political capital, 

and national prestige.  This is true of decisions to use force in the first place.  However, 

once into an armed conflict, more information becomes available about the enemy, its 

intentions, and capabilities, assessed from actions on the battlefield.  Public opinion and 

congressional support levels fluctuate, raising or lowering the domestic costs of 

pursuing particular war policies.   

The decisions at those critical moments involve decisions about how to react to 

wartime sunk cost dilemmas.  Presidents sometimes respond quickly, and at other times 

move more deliberately.  Regardless, these are important decisions that presidents can 
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be judged on as much as, or more so, than the initial decision to intervene.76  Like the 

Vietnam War sunk cost decisions, they can simultaneously attract much support and 

serious critiques for years to come.  Appraisals of support and criticism are based on 

several types of analyses.  One centers on whether the action taken was commensurate 

with the threat.  Another focuses on the decisions’ perceived impact on war outcomes:  

whether it is seen as helping the United States achieve its goals.  Still another 

emphasizes the other opportunities that were given up, or afforded by the action—the 

decisions’ opportunity costs.  In a world of limited resources, escalation decisions mean 

less resources and time available to enact other policies, at home or abroad.  

Deescalation decisions may free up resources, but also hold consequences for what can 

be accomplished in the conflict.   

How Presidential Sunk Cost Dilemmas Differ from those in the 
Private Sector 

“Sunk cost traps” are difficult dilemmas for business leaders and for 

presidents.  Yet there are significant distinctions between sunk cost decisions in a 

business setting and presidential ones during a military conflict.  These 

                                                      

76 In either “sunk cost traps” or “sunk cost opportunities,” the sunk costs already invested, while an 

important frame through which to view these situations, comprise only one factor. As presidents consider 

their options, the role of past historical “lessons” and potential future regret is also critical in determining 

how they respond. I address that in the next chapter. 



 

 

31 

differences give presidents reason to weigh many factors outside the profit-

maximization scope upon which project managers or financial investors often 

focus.  The ability to accurately forecast future costs and benefits may be more 

limited for presidents as battlefield environments can be even more dynamic and 

less predictable than economic markets.  The stakes are also higher.  Instead of 

stiff competition, life and death are in the balance.  Wars and their outcomes also 

matter for national prestige, resource allocation, economic strength, and 

regional/global influence.  Further, from an economic perspective, it is a fallacy 

to think that presidents should consider sunk costs (deliberately or otherwise) 

when making decisions with future implications.  From a strictly policy 

perspective, that economic perspective is not always valid.  Actions and 

outcomes on one policy can, and do, impact other administration agenda items.   

The president also has more inputs into his decision calculus and more audiences 

observing and reacting to his decision process, selection, and implementation.  Although 

corporate leaders must contend with a business equivalent of bureaucratic politics, they 

do not deal with domestic politics.  That is an important factor in all presidential 

decision making, including “sunk cost trap” decisions.  Private sector audiences include 

employees, board members, and customers, as well as competition.  The Commander-in-
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Chief has the military, the executive branch, the American people, Congress, foreign 

allies and partners, enemies, future adversaries, and non-state actors watching.  Some 

look for signs of assurance, some for signs of weakness.  Some, like the military, must 

comply with the president’s orders, but do not always do so fully or faithfully. 

Civil-military relations are one of the inputs into and outputs of presidential 

decisions.  That field suggests civilian and military elite have distinct use of force 

preferences.77  Congruence between the civilian principals and military agents could 

strengthen the president’s hand in dealing with Congress or in selling his decision to the 

American people.78  On the other hand, generals whose preferences differ from the 

president could cause principal-agent problems79 or increased risk80 if they insist on a 

                                                      

77 Gelpi, Christopher, and Peter D. Feaver. "Speak softly and carry a big stick? Veterans in the political elite 

and the American use of force." American Political Science Review 96, no. 4 (2002): 779-793. Feaver, Peter D., 

and Christopher Gelpi. Choosing your battles: American civil-military relations and the use of force. Princeton 

University Press, 2004. Liebert, Hugh, and James Golby. "Midlife crisis? The all-volunteer force at 40." Armed 

Forces & Society 43, no. 1 (2017): 115-138. Cochran, Shawn. Civil-Military Balance of Resolve: The Domestic 

Politics of Withdrawal from Protracted Small War, Unpublished Dissertation, University of Chicago, 2012. 
78 For instance, it was helpful to President George W. Bush, when he announced his surge decision, to be 

able to say that his military leadership supported his decision. Feaver, Peter D. "The right to be right: Civil-

military relations and the Iraq surge decision." International Security 35, no. 4 (2011): 108-111. See also: 

Cochran, Shawn T. "The Civil–Military Divide in Protracted Small War: An Alternative View of Military 

Leadership Preferences and War Termination." Armed Forces & Society 40, no. 1 (2014): 71-95. 
79 Feaver, Peter D. Armed servants: Agency, oversight, and civil-military relations. Harvard University Press, 

2003. 
80 Saunders, Elizabeth N. "War and the Inner Circle: Democratic Elites and the Politics of Using Force." 

Security Studies 24, no. 3 (2015): 466-501. 
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particular course of action or express public dissent.81  So, domestic political strength 

and civil-military unity affords presidents in a “sunk cost trap” greater flexibility than 

presidents with low levels of congressional support.   

The extra dimensions make the sunk cost problem more fraught in the case I am 

considering than in the traditional economic and business literature that gave rise to the 

“sunk cost trap” concept.  The next section looks at how the specific type of decisions I 

examine differ from other decisions the president makes about using military force.  

Later sections explore the literature’s explanations of leaders’ reactions to and advice for 

“sunk cost traps.” 

How “Sunk Cost Traps” Differ from other Use of Force Decisions 

War initiation and termination are two common categories in the international 

conflict literature.  The logic of responding to sunk cost dilemmas are distinct from both, 

but more closely resembles the logic of war termination than it does war initiation.  Like 

questions of war termination, “sunk cost traps” occur after the shooting has begun, when 

                                                      

81 Richard H. Kohn, “Building Trust: Civil-Military Behaviors for Effective National Security,” in: Nielsen, 

Suzanne C., and Don M. Snider, eds. American civil-military relations: The soldier and the state in a new era. JHU 

Press, 2009: 274-287. 
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the country already has “skin in the game.”  In questions of war initiation, there are no 

sunk costs because fighting has not yet begun.82   

A new reality sets in as the president and the public recalibrate prewar 

expectations, causing “sunk cost traps” to differ from war initiation determinations.  The 

country’s breakpoint—the number of casualties the public is willing to sustain before 

giving up on the war83—might be different as seen from the middle of the conflict than at 

its outset.84  The human toll and the national prestige at stake during the middle of a war 

changes calculations from what they were at the outset.   

During the initial decision, all of the relevant considerations about the use of force 

are hypothetical.  The estimates of the cost necessary to achieve the president’s aims are 

hypothetical.  The estimates of the enemy’s capabilities, will, and intentions are 

hypothetical.  How U.S. resolve and means match up against those of the enemy are 

hypothetical.  Even if America has the technological edge, the sunk cost dilemma may pit 

an enemy’s superior will to resist as a concern.  During the notable “sunk cost traps” I 

explore, those hypotheticals have been replaced by cumulative actuals.  The president 

                                                      

82 There might be sunk diplomatic costs prior to war initiation, such as alliances lost or the like.  

Additionally, during training exercises, mobilization, and deployment, money and time are spent, and 

accidents can occur, causing injuries or death.  These are of a limited nature and are not sunk costs actually 

caused by war, however. 
83 Helmbold, Robert L. Decision in battle: Breakpoint hypotheses and engagement termination data. Vol. 772, no. 

PR. Rand Corporation, Santa Monica, 1971. 
84 Lindsay, Carrie Lee. "The Politics of Military Operations," PhD dissertation, Stanford University, 2015. 
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knows how much the war has already cost, how many lives have been lost, and what—if 

anything—the nation has already achieved.  He also knows that the price tag associated 

with accomplishing his aims will likely be greater than initially anticipated.  That can 

fundamentally alter his decision calculus. 

Case Selection 

My criteria for what constitute a major sunk cost trap decision in the Post-

Vietnam era include the following.  First, the intervention was a significant element of 

American foreign policy at the time and was led by the United States military.  Second, 

America had officially recognized military forces on the ground.  Third, the United 

States suffered casualties.  Fourth, the intervention experienced recent (last few months) 

shocking failure or prolonged stalemate lasting longer than six months that led to a sunk 

cost dilemma.  The shocking failure could involve either a negative shock that impacted 

the prospects of mission accomplishment, and/or inflicted casualties that seemed—in the 

Administration’s view and that of the American public—disproportionate to the number 

deployed and the apparent mission type.  Fifth, there was general recognition by the 

administration and the national security community that a major policy shift was 



 

 

36 

necessary.  Finally, this awareness culminated in a presidential decision to implement a 

major policy shift, whether to deescalate, escalate, or conduct a hybrid strategy.85   

The war policy reevaluations I include among my case studies are four of the most 

notable wartime “sunk cost traps” in the “shadow” of the Vietnam War.  The first decision 

is President Ronald Reagan’s decision to withdraw the military from the Lebanon 

peacekeeping mission, announced February 7, 1984.  The second is President Bill Clinton’s 

decision about how to respond to the tragic losses incurred during the Battle of 

Mogadishu in Somalia, announced on October 7, 1993.  The third is President George W. 

Bush’s decision of whether to send a surge of troops to Iraq and change strategy in a 

desperate bid to salvage a favorable outcome, announced January 10, 2007.  My final case 

looks at President Barack Obama’s decision whether to send a third surge of troops to 

Afghanistan within his first year in office, announced December 1, 2009. 

These cases meet all the criteria.  The operations were U.S. led, had officially 

recognized American military forces on the ground, were significant endeavors, and were 

important elements of American foreign policy.  They lasted longer than six months.  

                                                      

85 While adapted to the foreign policy realm and wartime environment, these criteria present similar 

conditions to those that characterize sunk cost traps in the business sector. A company’s leaders devote 

significant resources to an important project expected to provide a positive return on that investment. 

Instead, variables—often beyond their control and sometimes unanticipated—cause delays and cost 

overruns. After a substantial period, and possibly additional incremental investments, they eventually reach 

a point where they must decide whether to continue. My final criterion was a practical requirement. 

Researching a negative (i.e. a non-decision) was not practical. A decision was needed to facilitate definitive 

primary and secondary research.  
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Some lasted multiple years, and one became the longest war in American history 

(Afghanistan).  The nation suffered casualties in all of them.  The presidents’ decisions for 

policy change were distinct from the routine, minor revisions that characterize daily 

policymaking during conflicts.  They involved major shifts made after the nation incurred 

substantive sunk costs, painting a stark contrast between the available options.  America 

seemed to be losing, was in a stalemate, or had recently suffered a shocking loss, and it 

was widely acknowledged that a major change was needed.  The question was whether to 

cut losses or escalate in an attempt to recoup the sunk costs.  After considering the feasible 

options, the presidents made key policy decisions which changed the course of American 

military intervention.   

Although the policies implemented involve more nuance discussed in the case 

study chapters, in general terms, two of the four presidents deescalated; two escalated.  

Because of the variation in context leading up to the decisions, process tracing of these 

cases may offer insights regarding what influenced divergent decision outcomes.  The 

contrast between cases makes them valuable for research, for it is when the choices 

become the starkest that we can best observe presidents’ corresponding logic. Cross case 
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comparison may also illuminate policy prescriptions to mitigate ending up in a sunk cost 

trap or in successfully navigating the nation out of one.86 

Other U.S. military interventions since the Vietnam War do not fit one or more of 

the selection criteria.  The lack of prolonged stalemate or shocking failure against U.S. 

personnel and assets disqualifies multiple operations from inclusion in this group.  This 

includes the 1983 Grenada invasion, Operation Just Cause in Panama in 1989, the 1991 

Persian Gulf War, Operations Provide Comfort I/II and Northern Watch in Iraq in the 

1990s, Bosnia in the mid to late 1990s, and Kosovo in 1999.  It also excludes smaller 

operations, such as the 1986 bombing of Libya.  Grenada and Panama also do not fit the 

criteria as they were over too fast for a strategic reevaluation point.  Same too with the 

military operation in Libya in the mid-1980s.   

Bosnia (1995-2004) lasted long enough, but progressed reasonably well and only 

resulted in one combat death, thereby averting such an introspective reexamination.  The 

Kosovo operation lasted a lot longer than expected, and there were debates in April and 

May 1999 about whether to redouble efforts, including whether to use ground troops.  Yet, 

there were only four combat deaths in Kosovo, barely meeting the casualty requirement, 

                                                      

86 As former Deputy National Security Advisor for Counterterrorism Juan Zarate encouraged me to 

characterize them during conversation at Duke University in April 2015, the cases include decisions made 

following unexpected success (Persian Gulf War), after shocking failure (Lebanon and Somalia), and in the 

midst of stalemate (Iraq and Afghanistan).  Additionally, the “shadow” case explores a case of stalemate 

where a decision is made following a relatively recent election (Afghanistan). 
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so there was no shocking failure.  The situation also did not reach the level or the duration 

of deadlock to precipitate consensus among the administration and the national security 

community that a major change was critical.  Nor did the dilemma culminate in a 

presidential policy shift.   

European leadership of the 2011 operation in Libya and the lack of officially 

recognized American military personnel on the ground eliminates that intervention.  The 

lack of a recent shocking failure, combined with several years of successes in substantially 

reducing violence across Iraq, prevents the U.S. military departure from Iraq in 2011 from 

making the list.  Finally, I dismiss the “war on terrorism” efforts outside of Iraq and 

Afghanistan, including the campaign since 2014 to defeat the Islamic State, because they 

do not meet the criteria.  They do not include shocking failure and clear decision points for 

notable policy pivots during active U.S. involvement.  The absence of these criteria, similar 

to the conditions gleaned from the economic literature on sunk costs, prevent a common 

understanding of these cases as presenting the president with a clear sunk cost dilemma.87 

                                                      

87 See: Arkes, Hal R., and Catherine Blumer. "The psychology of sunk cost." Organizational behavior and 

human decision processes 35, no. 1 (1985): 124. Staw, Barry M. "Knee-deep in the big muddy: A study of 

escalating commitment to a chosen course of action." Organizational behavior and human performance 16, no. 1 

(1976): 27-44. Brockner, Joel. "The escalation of commitment to a failing course of action: Toward theoretical 

progress." Academy of management Review 17, no. 1 (1992): 39-61. Sleesman, Dustin J., Donald E. Conlon, 

Gerry McNamara, and Jonathan E. Miles. "Cleaning up the Big Muddy: A Meta-Analytic Review of the 

Determinants of Escalation of Commitment." Academy of Management Journal 55, no. 3 (2012): 543. Croco, 

Sarah. Peace at What Price?. Cambridge University Press, 2015. 
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The selected cases occurred both in the “shadow” of the Vietnam War and in the 

“shadow” of the subsequent cases that took place in the intervening years.88  For instance, 

when Clinton decided how to respond to tragedy in Somalia, he did so in the “shadow” of 

both the Vietnam “failure” and the Desert Storm “success.”  When contemplating the Iraq 

surge, George W. Bush was affected by all of that, and also the “lessons” of Mogadishu 

and the early part of the Iraq War.  And Obama, of course, was operating in the “shadow” 

of all these military operations as well as the Iraq surge when deciding whether to escalate 

                                                      

88 This dissertation is focused solely on “sunk cost traps.” However, military interventions that go better 

than expected can present “sunk cost opportunities.” Those are situations where outcomes are better than 

projected, resulting in policy attainment faster than expected and/or with fewer casualties than anticipated. 

This presents opportunities to leverage a modest investment for even greater gain with additional resource 

allocation and effort. The primary “sunk cost opportunity” in the Post-Vietnam period was the Persian Gulf 

War. After a faster than projected completion of the goal of evicting Iraqi forces from Kuwait and restoring 

Kuwaiti sovereignty, America had a chance to overthrow Iraqi President Saddam Hussein, who had been a 

menace to his own people, the region, and the United States. President George H. W. Bush chose not to take 

this opportunity, however, sticking to his originally and narrowly crafted aspiration levels. A future book 

project will add the Persian Gulf War as a “sunk cost opportunity” to the “sunk cost traps” examined in this 

dissertation. The purpose will be to research the opposite type of case explored herein, and determine 

whether there are resulting implications for presidential decision making. Following that research, there 

may be additions and/or changes to the policy prescriptions this dissertation sets forth in the Conclusion 

Chapter. Although not a case selection criterion, my cases also reflect an intense, ongoing debate about the 

type of future operations in which America is most likely to be involved, ensuring their contemporary 

relevance. See: Gentile, Gian P. Wrong Turn: America's Deadly Embrace of Counterinsurgency. 2013. Nagl, John 

A. Knife Fights: A Memoir of Modern War in Theory and Practice. 2014. Once the “sunk cost opportunity” is 

added, the cases offer a mixture of: (1) a large, short, conventional war [Persian Gulf War]; (2) two small, 

medium length peacekeeping operations [Lebanon and Somalia]; and (3) two medium scale, long duration 

combination of conventional and unconventional wars [Iraq and Afghanistan]. Note: While one could argue 

for the inclusion of Grenada or Panama as “sunk cost opportunities,” those operations did not present clear 

opportunities to leverage their gains for something more of benefit to U.S. interests. Grenada was an island, 

lacking opportunities for influence in adjacent countries. Moreover, the main operation was complete in a 

matter of days. The aim in Panama was to seize Manuel Noriega and instill a new leader favorable to the 

United States. America accomplished both these objectives within two weeks before any substantial review 

was necessary. Nor were there other tangible and realistic opportunities (in the country or nearby) to 

leverage by the Panama success. 
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in Afghanistan.  Hence, the case study chapters look at presidents faced with a clear mid-

course choice about how to handle the sunk costs already generated in an important 

overseas military operation.  Indeed, they constitute some of the most significant military 

engagements and mid-war presidential decision points since the Vietnam War, and 

influenced by its “shadow.”  The remaining sections explore the current literature for 

explanations of how presidents might respond to these sunk cost dilemmas during 

military interventions that are not going well, starting first with economics’ “rationalist” 

perspectives. 

“Rationalist” Perspectives on Sunk Costs 

Sunk costs can involve money, time, effort, and human loss (casualties), as well 

as personal credibility or national prestige expended.89  “The sunk cost effect refers to 

the empirical finding that people tend to let their decisions be influenced by costs made 

at an earlier time in such a way that they are more risk seeking than they would be had 

they not made these [initial] costs.90”  Treating sunk costs as “sunk” means to ignore 

them in determining future actions.  The “rationalist” literature recommends this 

                                                      

89 Arkes and Blumer discuss money, time, and effort as sunk costs. See: Arkes, Hal R., and Catherine 

Blumer. "The psychology of sunk cost." Organizational behavior and human decision processes 35, no. 1 (1985): 

124. 
90 Zeelenberg, Marcel, and Eric Van Dijk. "A reverse sunk cost effect in risky decision making: Sometimes we 

have too much invested to gamble." Journal of Economic Psychology 18, no. 6 (1997): 677. 
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approach because, once expended, they are no longer relevant.91  Nothing a leader does 

can bring them back.92  Maximizing profit or utility necessitates ignoring sunk costs and 

instead deciding on the “margins:” i.e. assessing and acting based on whether the 

incremental benefits exceed the additional costs.93  Doing otherwise may “throw good 

money after bad.94”  However, treating “sunk costs as sunk” does not necessarily mean 

that decision makers should abandon the effort.  A leader deciding based only on future 

costs and benefits could still decide to continue. 

Money and time spent on a building project to date is one classic example of a 

sunk cost.  Another example is money already placed into a financial investment.  The 

catch is that after the initial money has been spent, events take a turn for the worse.  In 

the first example, the project fails, involving cost overruns or falling behind its 

completion timeline, requiring additional money to be viable.  In the second example, 

the financial investment tanks and the prospects for recouping losses is uncertain, but 

almost definitely will be permanently lost without further investment.  These situations 

present a dilemma for the project and financial managers:  invest the additional money 

                                                      

91 McKenzie, Richard B. Predictably rational?: in search of defenses for rational behavior in economics. Springer 

Science & Business Media, 2009: 115. 
92 Kelly, Thomas. "Sunk costs, rationality, and acting for the sake of the past." Noûs 38, no. 1 (2004): 15. 
93 Laffont, Jean-Jacques, and Jean Tirole. A theory of incentives in procurement and regulation. MIT press, 1993: 

112. 
94 Frank, Robert H. and Bernanke, Ben, 2006. Principles of Microeconomics. Third Edition, New York, NY: 

McGraw-Hill, 2006: 10-12. 
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or not?  It is not a question to be taken lightly when millions or billions of dollars and 

jobs are on the line, and it is not theoretical.  It happens on a regular basis in businesses 

and with venture capital.  These scenarios are referred to as the “sunk cost trap” because 

decision makers can feel a sense of “entrapment” if things go badly and they incur 

repetitive losses in pursuit of a goal.95  Classic economic theory asserts that in these 

decisions the amount of money and time already spent, or the reputations of the 

managers, is not what matters.  Rather, it is a comparison of marginal, or future, costs 

and benefits.96    

Based on the recommendations in “rationalist” literature, some may think that 

invoking sunk costs necessitates escalation.  Likewise, it could seem that deescalation or 

withdrawal necessarily involves recognition that the costs already incurred are sunk and 

should be ignored.  In fact, there could be a number of factors motivating either 

decision, sunk costs aside.  Scaling back a military commitment can be strategic and not 

just a retreat, for instance, driven by factors other than “ignoring sunk costs.”  My 

                                                      

95 Brockner, Joel, Myril C. Shaw, and Jeffrey Z. Rubin. "Factors affecting withdrawal from an escalating 

conflict: Quitting before it's too late." Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 15, no. 5 (1979): 492-503. Also: 

Brockner, Joel. "The effects of self-esteem, success–failure, and self-consciousness on task performance." 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 37, no. 10 (1979): 1732. Brockner, Joel. "The escalation of 

commitment to a failing course of action: Toward theoretical progress." Academy of management Review 17, 

no. 1 (1992): 39-61. 
96 Frank, Robert H. and Bernanke, Ben, 2006. Principles of Microeconomics. Third Edition, New York, NY: 

McGraw-Hill, 2006: 4-6, 659-62. Taylor, John B. "Principle of Microeconomics." Boston, MA: Houghton 

Mifflin Company, 2007: 213-14. 
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theory, explained in the next chapter and based on historical “lessons” and “anticipated 

regret,97” allows for this.  It does not depend on whether presidents included sunk costs 

or not.  

The “rationalist” and sunk cost literatures do not tell leaders what they should do 

in response to their sunk cost dilemma:  whether to cut losses, maintain the status quo, 

double down, or implement a hybrid approach.  It only tells them how they should think 

about sunk costs: ignore them.  Despite this plea, various pressures can cause presidents 

to include sunk costs in decisions about future courses of action.  The “revisionist” 

literature, while helping us better understand some of these audience cost factors and 

other pressures, adds more reasons why presidential sunk cost dilemmas are such 

“thorny” issues. 

“Revisionist” Literature and Audience Cost Considerations 

Scholars have offered various reasons to explain why leaders sometimes fail to 

let sunk costs be “sunk.”  One category of answers involves the internal conditions of 

the decision maker.  Efforts at self-justification is one of these.98  A leader may decide to 

include sunk costs, potentially making escalating commitment to a failing project the 

                                                      

97 Zeelenberg, Marcel, and Eric Van Dijk. "A reverse sunk cost effect in risky decision making: Sometimes we 

have too much invested to gamble." Journal of Economic Psychology 18, no. 6 (1997): 677-691. 
98 Wicklund, Robert A., and Jack Williams Brehm. Perspectives on cognitive dissonance. Lawrence Erlbaum 

Associates, Inc., Hillsdale, NJ, 1976. 
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chosen course—in an effort to “right the sinking ship.”  If the project or investment turns 

around, the leader can point to its success to justify his initial support for it in his own 

mind.  The leader may reason that it was right both to invest in the first place and to 

double down on the endeavor when others doubted its viability.  Though the project or 

investment faced challenges, he can reason that the idea was sound and eventually 

stood the test of time.99  

Another explanation from the internal school is prospect theory.  It recognizes 

that decision making under conditions of uncertainty is necessarily a matter of risk 

taking.  Even when the probabilities can be measured precisely, individuals do not 

always make the decisions that expected utility theory predicts.  For instance, if faced 

with an 85% chance of winning $1,000 and a 15% chance of winning nothing, or an $800 

gain guaranteed, individuals take the guarantee—even though maximizing utility 

would suggest the former is better, providing an expected utility of $850.  This type of 

behavior demonstrates that people are risk averse in the domain of gains.  Conversely, if 

faced with an 85% chance of having to pay $1,000 and a 15% chance of paying nothing, 

or an $800 loss guaranteed, they take the gamble—even though utility theory would 

suggest the latter is better, providing an expected utility of -$800 instead of -$850.  This is 

                                                      

99 Wicklund, Robert A., and Jack Williams Brehm. Perspectives on cognitive dissonance. Lawrence Erlbaum 

Associates, Inc., Hillsdale, NJ, 1976. 
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because people are risk acceptant in the domain of losses.  This behavior is amplified 

when the probability estimates cannot be precisely measured.   

According to prospect theory, what matters for wartime “sunk cost traps,” then, 

is whether presidents believe they are facing losses or gains.  If losses, they will be risk 

acceptant (i.e. they will gamble).  If gains, they will be risk averse (i.e. they will avoid the 

gamble).  Yet prospect theory does not explain why presidents in a “sunk cost trap” 

might be risk averse and opt to deescalate, as Presidents Reagan and Clinton did in 

Lebanon and Somalia, respectively.  Nor does prospect theory explain why presidents in 

a “sunk cost trap” might accept risk and escalate, as Presidents Bush and Obama did in 

Iraq and Afghanistan, respectively.    

The second category is dependent on conditions external to the decision maker, 

involving situations in which the decision must be explained publicly—which is true of 

my cases.  One of the rationales here is justification to others.100  The difference from the 

first group is who the leader perceives to be the primary audience.  In the first situation, 

the decision maker is his own worst critic.  He wants the effort to be successful so he can 

feel good about his own leadership and ability to spot a “winner.”  In the second 

                                                      

100 Gaes, Gerald G., Robert J. Kalle, and James T. Tedeschi. "Impression management in the forced 

compliance situation: Two studies using the bogus pipeline." Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 14, no. 

5 (1978): 493-510. Brockner, Joel, Robert Houser, Gregg Birnbaum, Kathy Lloyd, Janet Deitcher, Sinaia 

Nathanson, and Jeffrey Z. Rubin. "Escalation of commitment to an ineffective course of action: The effect of 

feedback having negative implications for self-identity." Administrative Science Quarterly (1986): 109-126.  
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scenario, the leader’s concern is outwardly focused.  What will others think of me if this 

endeavor fails?  A desire to “save face” and justify his initial support for the project to 

others causes him to include sunk costs in determining what future actions to take.101   

Decision makers’ credibility, if not their jobs, can be on the line.  This is 

particularly true when the endeavors tie up a major portion of the company’s venture 

capital, or stake the company’s reputation on its success.  The high stakes can increase 

the individual leader’s stress, causing them to escalate commitment to prove that their 

original calculation was correct, or to “hide bad results.102”  Norms of consistency can 

reinforce the tendency to escalate commitment—even if not “rational” based on 

marginal cost-benefit expectations.103  A decision for escalation is usually perceived as 

more consistent than a deescalation or project abandonment decision since the former 

reaffirms the original decision and continues the project or investment.  The drive to be 

vindicated by project success can eclipse “rational” focus on marginal costs and benefits, 

                                                      

101 Brockner, Joel, Jeffrey Z. Rubin, and Elaine Lang. "Face-saving and entrapment." Journal of experimental 

social psychology 17.1 (1981): 68-79. Also: Brockner, Joel, Jeffrey Z. Rubin, Judy Fine, Thomas P. Hamilton, 

Barbara Thomas, and Beth Turetsky. "Factors affecting entrapment in escalating conflicts: The importance of 

timing." Journal of Research in Personality 16, no. 2 (1982): 247-266. Brockner, Joel. "The escalation of 

commitment to a failing course of action: Toward theoretical progress." Academy of management Review 17, 

no. 1 (1992): 39-61. 
102 Bazerman, Max, and Don A. Moore. "Judgment in managerial decision making." (2009): 111. 
103 Sidey, Hugh. "The Crux of Leadership." Time, December 11, 1978 1978, 44. Northcraft, Gregory B., and 

Margaret A. Neale. "Opportunity costs and the framing of resource allocation decisions." Organizational 

Behavior and Human Decision Processes 37, no. 3 (1986): 349. 
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foreclosing real consideration of other options.  This can be especially important for 

those who had personal involvement in or responsibility for the original decision.104 

Sarah Croco’s claims leaders culpable for the initial decision to involve the 

country in a war will be held more strictly to account for its outcome than will those who 

take over later.105  The greater potential for domestic punishment causes culpable leaders 

to prosecute wars much differently than do other leaders.  If Croco is right, culpable 

presidents in a “sunk cost trap” will be more likely to escalate commitment to that 

conflict in a desperate attempt to win the war—even if the potential for a positive 

outcome is low—than presidents who inherited the conflict.  As Chiozza and Goemans 

point out, from the president’s perspective, the gamble for victory is also a gamble for 

political survival.106  Presidents who see their situation in this light stand only to gain by 

such a gamble.  If the war continues badly they face electoral punishment; if the 

escalation turns the “tide” of battle, their personal political prospects may be 

“resurrected.107” 

                                                      

104 Staw, Barry M. "Knee-deep in the big muddy: A study of escalating commitment to a chosen course of 

action." Organizational behavior and human performance 16, no. 1 (1976): 27-44. Croco, Sarah. Peace at What 

Price?. Cambridge University Press, 2015. 
105 Croco, Sarah. Peace at What Price?. Cambridge University Press, 2015. 
106 Chiozza, Giacomo, and Hein Erich Goemans. Leaders and international conflict. Cambridge University 

Press, 2011. 
107 Downs, George W., and David M. Rocke. "Conflict, agency, and gambling for resurrection: The principal-
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With Downs and Rocke’s “gamble for resurrection,” the desire to save their own 

political future by winning the war drives leaders to escalate, even though contrary to 

what a fully informed constituency would want.108  Unlike prospect theory, which 

assumes an internal only calculation, Downs and Rocke’s research focuses on the 

external calculation.  That is, how the leader’s concern for whether the public will 

reward or punish him for the war’s outcome—skews his response to the “sunk cost 

trap.”  Similar to Croco’s argument and those of Chiozza and Goemans, Downs and 

Rocke find that publics punish heads of state for failing to win wars.  This incentivizes 

presidents to “go all in” on failing military conflicts to avoid electoral defeat or forcible 

removal from office.  As Downs and Rocke argue, "once casualties reach a certain 

threshold, only victory, not the mere avoidance of defeat, is required" to allow a leader's 

political survival.109 

                                                      

108 Downs, George W., and David M. Rocke. "Conflict, agency, and gambling for resurrection: The principal-

agent problem goes to war." American Journal of Political Science (1994): 376-377. 
109 What “victory” means as opposed to the “mere avoidance of defeat” is not made clear.  See: Downs, 

George W., and David M. Rocke. "Conflict, agency, and gambling for resurrection: The principal-agent 

problem goes to war." American Journal of Political Science (1994): 376. 
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Human Sunk Costs and Public Opinion 

McGeorge Bundy noted “that America ‘has learned hard lessons  

from their sacrifice [those who died in the Vietnam War].110’” 

 

A lot of scholarship agrees with Downs and Rocke’s assertion of casualties’ 

importance to presidential decision making.  As they and others suggest, presidents will 

be concerned about human sunk costs during “sunk cost traps” because of casualties’ 

impact on public support for the war, and for their leadership of it.  As Steven Casey 

argues, a traditional presidential role has been to mobilize the public in spite of the 

losses, and in anticipation of more, or greater losses.111  As American culture has become 

more accustomed to public displays of grief, presidents have also taken on the role of 

mourner-in-chief.  Feeling the need to connect with the families of the fallen, 

demonstrate compassion, and lead the country in public recognition of soldiers’ 

sacrifices, most presidents since the Vietnam War have publicly attended funerals, 

visited the wounded in hospitals, and consoled families.  Presidents since the Vietnam 

War have also taken on the additional mourner-in-chief role because they recognize 

                                                      

110 Dr. Goldstein interview with McGeorge Bundy, Jan. 17, ‘96: 15 in Goldstein, Gordon. Lessons in disaster, 

2008: 25-26. 
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doing so helps with their traditional role as chief mobilizer.  And without public 

support, presidents find it very difficult to continue their war effort.112   

So John Mueller argued in his classic treatment of public support for wars.  He 

maintained that there is a negative correlation between casualties and public opinion.  

Drawing on Korean and Vietnam War data, Mueller found that as casualties increased, 

public support for the operations decreased according to an inverse logarithmic 

relationship.113  Donna and Miroslav Nincic also find that popular support during the 

Korean and Vietnam wars was inversely correlated with the perceived costs of the 

operation.  Governmental leaders’ support for military missions, on the other hand, 

varied directly with the costs.  Up to a certain level, the higher the costs, the higher their 

support.114   

Based on this finding, Nincic and Nincic argue that the public and government 

officials adopt different perspectives on war costs.  The public is likely to see human and 

other sunk costs from an “expenditure” standpoint, whereas government officials are 

likely to utilize an “investment” outlook.  An expenditure viewpoint, like that employed 

by average consumers, attempts to minimize immediate costs.  Through Nincic and 

                                                      

112 The preceding five sentences draw from: Casey, Steven. When Soldiers Fall: How Americans have Confronted 
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Nincic’s investment lens, project contributions were made incrementally, meant to be 

redeemed for longer term benefit, and should thereby generate greater patience for a 

positive return.115  An “investment” perspective may render a decider less willing to 

ignore sunk costs because he sees past efforts as important down payments on a 

worthwhile project that will eventually bring a positive return.  Conversely, a leader 

with an “expenditure” perspective may be more willing to ignore sunk costs because he 

is less patient or more concerned with immediate costs.   

The arguments advanced by these authors’ are important for wartime sunk cost 

deliberations.116  While their work does not focus specifically on the United States, it 

indicates that investment minded presidents may be more willing to escalate 

commitment than an expenditure oriented public.  Such a decision would jeopardize 

troop’s lives, the country’s financial treasure, its prestige, and other policy initiatives to 

utilize national resources, at least temporarily, at cross purposes with the electorate’s 

desires.  The likelihood of this happening is probably greater if the “sunk cost trap” 

occurred during presidents’ second term.  If faced with the sunk cost dilemma in their 
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first term, they might be more reluctant to choose a course strictly at odds with public 

opinion.  If it occurred during their second term, particularly after the mid-term 

congressional elections, public opposition may not register as intensely on their decision 

“radar.”  At that point they would no longer face personal political fallout if the 

escalation did not turn out well—though their political party might experience backlash 

in the next presidential election.   

If citizens instead view the nation’s commitments as “investments” in an 

important objective, the conflict’s sunk costs become something citizens want redeemed 

by victory.117  According to Patricia Sullivan, the adopted view (“investment” versus 

“expense”), therefore, not only affects the amount of popular support for an ongoing 

war, it also influences public opinion about escalating commitment to a war.118  

Moreover, the public can become more concerned about the national prestige costs 

associated with withdrawal than about the costs of war fighting.  U.S. credibility with 

allies and adversaries may trump public concern about troop levels, combat risks, and 

casualties.119  If this is the prevailing view among the country’s citizens, it makes it more 

difficult for presidents to extract troops without either accomplishing the important 
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stated aims,120 or explaining well the rationale for doing so and reminding the country 

about what was achieved.121   

Various mechanisms can influence whether the public views sunk costs as an 

“expense” or an “investment.122”  High prospects for success123 and a principal policy 

objective that restrains foreign aggression124 lead to higher popular opinion and greater 

acceptance of casualties.  Utilizing Nincic and Nincic’s paradigm, they may do so by 

causing the public to view costs as an “investment”—rather than through the default 

“expenditure” filter that is in line with Mueller’s casualty thesis.  Low prospects for 

success and principal policy objectives that aim for internal political change likely lead 

the public to stay with the “expense” view of the conflict’s sunk costs, and thus be less 

tolerant of casualties.125  
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Other scholarship posits conditions under which the expense or investment view 

may dominate.  Similar to Sullivan, John Schott et al, and William Boettcher and Michael 

Cobb found that casualties can increase support for escalating commitment among those 

who believe the United States took correct action by intervening and who adopt an 

investment viewpoint.126  A Charles Miller and Benjamin Barber study, though, found 

that soldier deaths had no effect on participants’ support for sending more American 

troops into the fray.127  What that survey did find was that participants were less willing 

to spend more money on interventions that had already incurred financial costs.128   

In addition to these public opinion dynamics, Adam Berinsky offers another 

consideration for presidents facing “sunk cost traps.”  Contrary to Mueller, Berinsky 

believes that human sunk costs do not directly influence voter’s support for or against 

American military interventions.  Rather, casualties only have an effect on the average 

person because they first sour elites’ view of the war.  The mass subsequently takes its 
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partisan cues from the elites’ decreased support and lowers theirs.129  If Berinsky’s causal 

mechanism is operative, presidential management of elite attitudes toward the conflict 

becomes paramount.  Elizabeth Saunders also emphasizes the need for wartime 

presidents to corral “the inner circle” of elites to ensure requisite support for their 

policy.130  Doing so takes on added significance for presidents in their first term, because 

they still have a reelection bid looming on the horizon.  These presidents must maintain 

overall public support, whether war support varies directly as Mueller suggests, or 

indirectly as Berinsky argues.   

The historical “lessons” relevant to presidents during their “sunk cost traps” also 

influence their perspective about the human sunk costs because those lessons shape the 

type of regret presidents expect to experience later.  If they expect to most regret 

deescalation as a result of a lesson that emphasizes the disadvantages of stopping short 

of full mission accomplishment, presidents may be more willing to incur future 

casualties, viewing the human toll as the tragic price of success.  Such behavior may be 

true of presidents, for example, who view the failure to remove Saddam Hussein from 

power during the Persian Gulf War as a mistake, and who subsequently see the war’s 
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lesson as “finish the job right the first time.”  On the other hand, different behavior may 

characterize presidents who anticipate regretting escalation because of a lesson that 

teaches the hazards of getting mired in a quagmire.  They are likely to be relatively more 

concerned about previous casualties and to place a higher premium on avoiding future 

ones, leading to deescalatory pressures.  This conduct may be true of presidents for 

whom the “avoid a quagmire” lesson of Vietnam resonates strongly.   

Building on these dynamics, we might predict that presidents who escalate in a 

“sunk cost trap” to take a few steps, regardless of the exact solution executed.  

Consistent with Casey’s work and Mueller’s theses, presidents will attempt to minimize 

casualties and their negative impact on public opinion by keeping wars short.  Failing 

that, they will emphasize positive battlefield developments to offset casualty figures.  

Consistent with Sullivan and Boettcher and Cobb, presidents will prepare the country 

for future casualties.  They will honor those already slain in battle, appealing for support 

to finish the mission with “don’t let the previous deaths be in vain” rhetoric.  Consistent 

with Bruce Jentleson’s work, presidents will portray the new mission as one whose 

central aim will curb foreign military aggression.  Consistent with Feaver et al’s work, 

presidents will depict the operation as having solid prospects for success.  Consistent 

with Berinsky and Saunders, presidents will work hard to manage elite opinion through 

these measures, consensus building, and political compromises.  Presidents who 



 

 

58 

deescalate may still take some of these steps, especially if their strategy implementation 

will be lengthy, or they anticipate the military remaining at risk until full withdrawal.  

The next couple sections discuss some of the other actions the literature suggests 

business leaders (and presumably presidents) could consider during sunk cost 

dilemmas to ignore sunk costs and pursue objectivity in the decision process.   

Steps to Facilitate Letting Sunk Costs be “Sunk” 

Scholars have offered various recommendations for decision makers pursuing an 

objective decision about whether to escalate commitment when in a “sunk cost trap.”  

Recognize that initial costs are often front loaded, and that the relevant calculation is to 

compare future marginal costs and benefits.  Do not prematurely stop a project at the 

moment when marginal costs are on the wane and marginal benefits are on the rise.131  

Gain accurate information about the project’s forecasts to reduce uncertainty and make 

the endeavor’s poor prospects more obvious.132  Determine a pre-set budget (or time 

expenditure or troop loss) threshold whereby the costs of attaining the objective are 

                                                      

131 Johnstone, David. "The Reverse Sunk Cost Effect and Explanation: Rational and Irrational." Unpublished 

manuscript, Department of Accounting and Finance, University of Wollongong, (2000). This “how to handle 

sunk costs” recommendation runs contrary to the others; instead of providing a strategy that enhances the 

attractiveness of deescalation, it warns against imprudent deescalation. David Johnstone also argues that 

just as decision makers should avoid falling prey to the sunk cost effect, so too should they prevent mental 

budgeting from causing the reverse sunk cost effect (premature abandonment) to occur. 
132 Bowen, Michael G. "The Escalation Phenomenon Reconsidered: Decision Dilemmas or Decision Errors?" 

Academy of Management Review 12, no. 1 (1987): 52-66. Bragger, Jennifer DeNicolis, Donald A Hantula, 

Donald Bragger, Jean Kirnan, and Eugene Kutcher. "When Success Breeds Failure: History, Hysteresis, and 

Delayed Exit Decisions." Journal of Applied Psychology 88, no. 1 (2003): 6. 
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perceived as outweighing the benefits.133  Abandon the endeavor when the effort needed 

to sustain it exceeds the political value that can be gained.134  Use group input to 

overcome judgment biases, self-justification propensities, and overconfidence.135  

The application of this advice to presidents’ wartime “sunk cost traps” is 

challenging.  The deployment of troops to a foreign country is a front loaded, significant 

sunk cost that does influence strategic and operational planning.  Accurately 

determining future marginal costs and benefits is nearly impossible, however.  This is 

perhaps even more true for casualties and the time to completion than for financial 

expenditures.  Despite the nation’s tremendous intelligence gathering capacity, there 

will always be uncertainty in international conflicts and, paradoxically, too much 

information to process effectively.136  Although setting a cost ceiling is a sage insight, 

presidents have not viewed war budgets, troop levels, or casualties as strict constraints.  

                                                      

133 Pre-determined mental budgets can mitigate the sunk cost effect, even causing a “reverse sunk cost 

effect” entailing premature project abandonment just as marginal costs are declining and marginal benefits 

are increasing. Garland, Howard, and Donald E. Conlon. "Too Close to Quit: The Role of Project Completion 

in  

Maintaining Commitment." Journal of Applied Social Psychology 28, no. 22 (1998): 2025-2048. Heath, Chip. 

"Escalation and De-Escalation of Commitment in Response to Sunk Costs: The Role of Budgeting in Mental 

Accounting." Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 62, no. 1 (1995): 38-54. 
134 Clausewitz, Carl von, Michael Howard, and Peter Paret. On War, Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Univ. Press, 

1976: 92. 
135 Janis, Irving L. Victims of Groupthink: A Psychological Study of Foreign-Policy Decisions and Fiascoes. Boston, 

MA: Houghton, 1972. Sleesman, Dustin J., Donald E. Conlon, Gerry McNamara, and Jonathan E. Miles. 

"Cleaning up the Big Muddy: A Meta-Analytic Review of the Determinants of Escalation of Commitment." 

Academy of Management Journal 55, no. 3 (2012): 543. 
136 Holsti, Ole R. Crisis, Escalation, War. McGill-Queen's University Press, 1972. 
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Wartime realities replace prewar hypotheticals for these resources.  Further, good 

arguments could be made as to why they should not, especially if the threat warrants 

mid-course changes.  Groups can be helpful, but are not a fail-safe mechanism.  In the 

foreign policy arena, the president remains the ultimate wartime decision maker.  Thus, 

the best that can be done is to facilitate his ability to decide as informed by accurate 

assumptions, diverse options, and a proper understanding of tradeoffs. 

A couple recommendations address organizational and psychological dynamics 

and seem potentially more relevant to presidents.  One is to switch project managers 

mid-course, ideally prior to a “sunk cost trap.”  The purpose of such a move is to 

prevent a biased decision for escalation due to self-justification pressures.137  For 

presidents’ sunk cost dilemmas, this would mean switching the generals in charge on 

the ground or key civilian leaders (Secretary of Defense, National Security Advisor, 

Special Envoy, or Ambassador).138  Making these leadership changes could help 

presidents ensure a more appropriate strategy or more faithful execution of it.   

                                                      

137 Staw, Barry M. "Knee-deep in the big muddy: A study of escalating commitment to a chosen course of 

action." Organizational behavior and human performance 16, no. 1 (1976): 27-44. Brockner, Joel. "The escalation 

of commitment to a failing course of action: Toward theoretical progress." Academy of management Review 17, 

no. 1 (1992): 39-61. Sleesman, Dustin J., Donald E. Conlon, Gerry McNamara, and Jonathan E. Miles. 

"Cleaning up the Big Muddy: A Meta-Analytic Review of the Determinants of Escalation of Commitment." 

Academy of Management Journal 55, no. 3 (2012): 543. Brockner, Joel. "The escalation of commitment to a 

failing course of action: Toward theoretical progress." Academy of management Review 17, no. 1 (1992): 39-61.  
138 Because the president is the ultimate decision maker, this analogy is not entirely equivalent to private 

sector project managers who are also the decision makers, as assumed in much of the economics literature.  
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A second such suggestion is to implement a good decision making process.  

Charge the National Security Advisor to bring all options to the president.  Ensure each 

option’s advocates have a chance to make their case.  Utilize a “devil’s advocate” to test 

assumptions and courses of action.  Encourage dissent.  Have debates in front of the 

president so he can personally hear the reasons for and intensity of the dissensus before 

deciding.  Ask what would change advisers’ recommendations.139  These methods may 

help, but challenges remain; the four broad courses of action open to presidents are not 

clear cut.  

Presidential Options in Wartime “Sunk Cost Traps”   

Work on international conflict considers how decision makers conceive of their 

options during wartime “sunk cost traps.”  Presidents have four basic options during 

these important moments:  deescalation, status quo efforts, escalation, and hybrid 

strategies.  A president’s decision to deescalate does not necessarily signal the president 

decided on the margins.  Nor does a decision to escalate necessarily signal that he 

included sunk costs.  Since troop numbers are not the only factor, it is important to 

                                                      

 

The parallel works fairly well, though, as even those business managers have bosses to whom they report, 

and who can overrule their project decisions. 
139 These recommendations draw from: George, Alexander L. "The case for multiple advocacy in making 

foreign policy." American Political Science Review 66, no. 03 (1972): 751-785. 
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distinguish between deescalation as part of a strategy that will better achieve objectives, 

if, for example, paired with strategic diplomacy, and deescalation that is cutting losses 

or admitting defeat.   

The two basic departures from the status quo, escalation and deescalation, can be 

conceptualized along an “escalation ladder140” in a political or military sense, in 

horizontal or vertical dimensions, as deliberate or accidental occurrences,141 and in 

conventional or nuclear terms.142  Refer to Table 1.1 below for one example of such an 

escalation typology.  Table 1.1 divides deliberate escalations and deescalations into 

military and political/diplomatic elements, with vertical and horizontal dimensions.  

Political escalation in the vertical dimension occurs when the president increases the 

aims the nation seeks to achieve.  Political escalation occurs horizontally when the 

president seeks new allies to help with the war.  Military escalation occurs in the vertical 

dimension when increasing the number of troops, using bigger weapons, and/or 

increasing targeted areas and countries.  Military escalation occurs horizontally when 

increasing the area in which bombing or other military operations can occur.  

Deescalation decisions involve the reverse.  Political, vertical deescalation decreases the 

                                                      

140 Kahn, Herman. On Escalation: Metaphors and Scenarios. New York,: Praeger, 1965. 
141 Morgan, Forrest E., Karl P. Mueller, Evan S. Medeiros, Kevin L. Pollpeter, Roger Cliff. Dangerous 

Thresholds: Managing Escalation in the 21st Century. Santa Monica, CA: RAND, 2008. Adams, Gordon, and 

Shoon Kathleen Murray. Mission Creep: The Militarization of Us Foreign Policy? 2014. 
142 Posen, Barry. Inadvertent Escalation : Conventional War and Nuclear Risks. 2013. 
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scope and/or the number of the country’s objectives.  Political, horizontal deescalation 

decreases the amount or intensity of diplomatic activity.  Military deescalation in the 

vertical dimension decreases troop levels or uses less lethal weapons.  Military 

deescalation horizontally restricts the area of military operations.   

 

Table 1.1:  Escalation Typology 

  
Vertical Horizontal 

Political / Diplomatic Increased Number of Aims Seeking / Gaining More Allies 

Military 

Using More Lethal Weapons  

or More Troops 

Attacking Other  

Countries / Sanctuaries 

 

This typology is a useful starting point, but is insufficient for fully and accurately 

understanding presidential options during “sunk cost traps.”  Presidents can decide not 

to make any changes, perhaps hoping that perseverance in the status quo will outlast the 

enemy or simply because he feels unable to allocate any more resources to the fight 

given limited political capital or resources.  Presidents can also implement some 

combination of escalatory and deescalatory measures.  Table 1.1 does not show either of 

these options.   

Thus, presidential options to “sunk cost traps” can further be conceptualized using 

a four-quadrant graph, shown below in Figure 1.1.  It again involves both 

political/diplomatic and military dimensions, this time stretching from deescalation on the 
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left/bottom to escalation on the right/top, with the status quo in the middle of the two 

axes.143  Moves up (down) of any amount represent political/diplomatic escalation 

(deescalation).  Moves to the right (left) of any amount represent military escalation 

(deescalation).  Moves to the “northeast” of the graph represent both political/diplomatic 

and military escalation.  Moves to the “southwest” of the graph represent both 

political/diplomatic and military deescalation.   

Having two axes recognizes that presidents have multiple tools, two of the most 

important being the political/diplomatic and military elements of national power.  That 

shares a similarity with Table 1.1, which also depicts these two facets of hard power.  

What distinguishes Figure 1.1 from Table 1.1 is that the political/diplomatic and military 

dimensions interact in Figure 1.1, whereas in Table 1.1 they interacted with the vertical 

and horizontal planes, but not with each other.  Furthermore, options or case decisions can 

be placed in the appropriate quadrant of Figure 1.1, as I have done here.  Table 1.1 does 

not allow for the inclusion of any options/cases, so you cannot use it to compare 

presidential options, nor decisions across cases.   

 

                                                      

143 Dr. Bruce Jentleson’s suggestion develop to a diagram to conceptualize presidential use of force decisions 

got me started thinking about how to depict presidential response options to “sunk cost 

traps/opportunities.” Dr. Andrew Heiss, once a fellow PhD student at Duke University, then helped me 

develop Figure 1.1. 
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Figure 1.1:  Presidents’ Conceptual “Sunk Cost Trap” Decision Options144 

 

 

I use a variant of Figure 1.1 in the case study chapters to depict presidents’ 

essence of choice.  Figure 1.1 provides a pictorial representation of the diversity (or lack 

thereof) of the options the president considered.  When options are close together or all 

in a single quadrant, it demonstrates that the president’s team did not exhibit much 

creativity in developing options, or that circumstances, combined with presidential 

                                                      

144 I use figures similar to Figure 1.1 in each of the case study chapters and in the Conclusion Chapter. The 

legend can change slightly from one chapter to the next to best portray the nuanced options the president 

considered. However, the basic format is always the same—with military and political/diplomatic escalation 

spectrums.  
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direction, narrowed the scope of serious options.  The blue dot shows what the president 

actually implemented.145   

As portrayed, the president with the options in Figure 1.1 considered options 

with different degrees of military and diplomatic escalations, but only two involved a 

likely (Option 5: CT-Plus) or possible drawdown (Option 6: Refocus Diplomatically).  In 

addition, Options 2, 3, and 4 varied little, other than in the number of additional forces 

added, and subsequently, what those forces could accomplish militarily.  The military 

developed those options in a vacuum.  They did not coordinate with other agencies, nor 

did the president require them to do so.  The relatively close grouping of the dots along 

the x-axis illustrates this gravitation to military options instead of more broadly 

conceived solutions.146  At this point, scrutinizing the case studies’ dots on Figure 1.1 any 

further is not necessary.  We can glean more about presidents’ response options to “sunk 

cost traps,” though, by further discussion of the range of possibilities. 

On this note, Figure 1.1 demonstrates that presidential options are not a binary 

choice between military escalation and deescalation.  Presidents can change objectives by 

                                                      

145 Depending on the nuances of the options, sometimes these figures depict the length of time the 

escalation/deescalation was designed to take (longer timeframes often indicated by larger dots).  If 

implementation length was to be based upon conditions on the ground, the figures usually indicate those 

options with a hollow dot.   
146 Military leaders should be a big part of any discussion on war policy, for sure, but not the only, or even 

necessarily the primary voice.  The need for creativity and unconventional, balanced, or non-military 

generated strategies has served presidents well—such as during the Cuban Missile Crisis—and presidents 

should keep it as a paramount consideration during major national security decisions.   
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revising their goals downward, or by adding additional components to them.  The former 

is more likely than the latter in these scenarios since events are not proceeding favorably.  

Presidents can also utilize diplomacy abroad, domestic political maneuvering at home—

with or without military escalation—to achieve objectives.  Furthermore, a decision for 

military escalation does not have to involve a decision against political/diplomatic 

deescalation.  A decision could involve elements of both.  A move up (down) Figure 1.1 

does not necessarily require a similar move to the right (left).  Nor does a move right (left) 

require a move up (down).147  Instead, hybrid strategies combine elements of deescalation 

and escalation, occurring across the two dimensions and/or across time.    

Although escalations eventually end in deescalation, presidents can escalate to 

immediately deescalate, for instance.  One way this occurs is when a president sends more 

troops to a conflict to facilitate an orderly withdrawal and transition of the war effort to 

allies or an international peacekeeping force.  This scenario represents immediate military 

and political escalation through an increased force presence and its greater emphasis on 

using diplomatic channels to secure support for sharing the mission’s burden.  Per Table 

1.1’s annotation of horizontal and vertical, the military escalation is vertical, but the 

                                                      

147 Presidents can manipulate these tools, and others like economic sanctions, to ratchet pressure up or down 

against various enemy and third-party factions.   



 

 

68 

political/diplomatic escalation is horizontal.148  Taken together and accounting for the time 

component, however, the ultimate purpose of such a hybrid approach involves both 

political and military deescalation.  The military deescalation occurs as U.S. troops 

withdraw and responsibility shifts to the international peacekeeping force.  

Political/diplomatic deescalation occurs if the president also shrinks the political objective 

from “doing something” such as nation building, humanitarian assistance, security force 

assistance, counterterrorism, or counterinsurgency, to only conducting regular diplomatic 

activity.   

Presidents have a host of nuanced options, then, for getting out of sunk cost 

quandaries.  The strategies can differ by which of the four general options they choose: 

deescalation, status quo, escalation, or hybrid.  They can differ by which dimension they 

use (political/diplomatic or military), in which way they move (vertical or horizontal), in 

the speed of implementation, as well as in their intended duration (the time 

component).149  It is the duty of presidential advisors to develop options across the 

escalation spectrums (most/all four quadrants) and that draw on various elements of 

                                                      

148 This use of horizontal and vertical should not be confused with that used in Figure 1.1. 
149 Presidents can also utilize economic and social facets, as well as strategic narratives to increase the effect, 

sustain the effort over time, or to shape receptivity among various audiences observing the “sunk cost 

trap/opportunity” response. My scope conditions focus on the political and military purposes and actions, 

so I focused on those in this discussion. The case studies also incorporate strategic narratives, though, 

through the last common question I ask of each case: How did public justification(s) for the decision 

compare to private rationale? 
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national power.  It does the president and the nation a disservice when options instead 

focus only on troop levels, as did the decision during the Afghanistan decision 

making.150  There are more tools to leverage for attaining policy goals than military force 

levels.   

Gaps 

While there is much research on war onset and war termination, there is a 

surprising lack of scholarship on presidents’ major policy changes mid-course, after 

substantial sunk costs.151  The literature does address the debate between “rationalist” 

and revisionist work on sunk cost treatment and rationale, but mainly in private sector 

settings.  It helps us understand factors that can empower or constrain presidents, such 

as popular support’s connection with human sunk costs.  Yet there is no established 

theoretical expectation for how presidents will respond to “sunk cost traps” during 

                                                      

150 This was also true to a lesser degree during the Iraq surge decision making. 
151 A sampling of the scholars focused on war onset and termination include: Fearon, James D. "Rationalist 

explanations for war." International organization 49, no. 3 (1995): 379-414. Smith, Alastair, and Allan C. Stam. 

"Bargaining and the Nature of War." Journal of Conflict Resolution 48, no. 6 (2004): 783-813. Collier, Paul, and 

Anke Hoeffler. "Greed and grievance in civil war." Oxford economic papers 56, no. 4 (2004): 563-595. Collier, 

Paul, Anke Hoeffler, and Dominic Rohner. "Beyond greed and grievance: feasibility and civil war." oxford 

Economic papers 61, no. 1 (2009): 1-27. Fearon, James D. "Domestic political audiences and the escalation of 

international disputes." American political science review 88, no. 3 (1994): 577-592. Powell, Robert. "War as a 

commitment problem." International organization 60, no. 1 (2006): 169-203. Reiter, Dan. How wars end. 

Princeton University Press, 2009. Rose, Gideon. How Wars End: Why We Always Fight the Last Battle. Simon 

and Schuster, 2011.  
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military conflicts, or why they will choose one course over another.152  The lack of 

empirical research on war policy adjustments presents a puzzle, then, of how and why 

American presidents decide to change policy during military conflicts.   

Conclusion 

President Reagan’s National Security Advisor during the Lebanon intervention, 

Robert McFarlane, stated that “No one who went to Vietnam could have come out of 

there without realizing that the number one reason for our failure in that war was the 

President’s inability to explain our goals, define the problem, and the solution, and 

evoke popular support for that solution.153”  Regardless of if those factors constitute the 

“number one reason,” they are all important failures.  They contributed to policy 

makers’ self-delusion for years as they threw good money after bad in an attempt to win 

in Vietnam.154  President Johnson and his advisors continued trying even after policy 

makers realized it was impossible to turn the situation around or to accomplish U.S. 

                                                      

152 The literature offers no direct explanations of, or prescriptives for, presidents responding to hard-to-win 

situations during military interventions—other than to focus on marginal costs and benefits. If “rationalist” 

arguments prevail, it is true that the deescalate option often looks more attractive than it otherwise might.  

But the “rationalist” emphasis is on “how to think about sunk costs,” not “what to do about sunk costs.”  
153 McFarlane, Robert C., and Zofia Smardz. Special Trust. New York: Cadell & Davies, 1994: 72. 
154 VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster, Harper Collins, 2018: 295-378. 
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goals.155  It became seen as a bad investment, a strategic miscalculation, and a moral 

failure.156    

The rest of this dissertation explores what presidents in this “shadow” did when 

faced with similar dilemmas as the Vietnam quagmire.  Faced with rising costs and 

unexpected outcomes in military operations, how did presidents respond, and why?  

The next chapter explains my theoretical expectations for presidential reactions to “sunk 

cost traps” in the “shadow” of the Vietnam War.  In it I draw on literature about 

learning from history, political psychology, and behavioral economists to explain 

presidential strategies when facing these important dilemmas.   

                                                      

155 Burns, Ken and Lynn Novick. The Vietnam War, Episodes 3-5, Public Broadcasting Service (PBS), 2017. 

Senator Richard Russell and National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy in: VanDeMark, Brian. Road to 

Disaster: A New History of America's Descent into Vietnam, Harper Collins, 2018: 234, 261, also 295-378.   
156 Kalb, Marvin, and Deborah Kalb. Haunting legacy: Vietnam and the American Presidency from Ford to Obama. 

Brookings Institution Press, 2012. Williams, Kenneth H., and George C. Herring. "The Issues Raised by 

Vietnam Go to the Very Heart of Who We Think We Are: An Interview with the University of Kentucky's 

George C. Herring." The Register of the Kentucky Historical Society 102, no. 3 (2004): 287-355. Isaacs, Arnold R. 

Vietnam shadows: The war, its ghosts, and its legacy. JHU Press, 2000. VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster: A 

New History of America's Descent into Vietnam, Harper Collins, 2018. Burns, Ken and Lynn Novick. The 

Vietnam War. Public Broadcasting Service (PBS), 2017. 
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Chapter 2:  Historical “Lessons” & Anticipated Regret’s 
Post-Vietnam Impact on War Policy Changes  

Introduction 

“[Through 9/11,] the United States had escaped 

from the confines of the Vietnam syndrome.1” 

 

Appalling failures and prolonged stalemate, sometimes complicated by election 

cycles, can force presidents to go beyond the normal tweaking of policy and instead 

overhaul their war policy.  I call these moments “sunk costs traps” because they reflect a 

choice considered against the backdrop of a significant investment of lives, financial 

treasure, time, and effort that has already been made – sunk – into the project.  This 

outlay makes them even tougher to abandon.  Moreover, the mission in these cases has 

long stalemated, or is experiencing shocking outcomes.  These wartime dilemmas have 

no easy answers.  There are costs associated with any feasible option: deescalation, the 

status quo, escalation, and hybrid solutions.  In such moments, the choice involves not 

only calculations of success and failure, but also an assessment of whether a larger-than-

expected investment can be recouped.  The fear of potential negative implications 

resulting from their decision, whatever that might entail, is what I have called 

                                                      

1 Priest, Andrew. "From Saigon to Baghdad: The Vietnam Syndrome, the Iraq War and American Foreign 

Policy." Intelligence and National Security 24, no. 1 (2009): 166. 



 

 

73 

“anticipated regret.2”  It is a central dynamic impacting the Commander-in-Chief and his 

advisers in these important, mid-course decisions.  Additionally, it points to the critical 

opportunity costs involved.  Whatever happens, the president walks away having lost 

something of value.  If he cuts losses, he will not accomplish all the aims he had hoped 

to achieve from U.S. participation in the conflict.  If he doubles down or changes 

strategy, his other policy agenda items will suffer from the unexpected additional 

investment in the conflict, and/or the debt will go up—affecting future generations—

with no guarantee that America will achieve its goals.   

As explained in the last chapter, President Lyndon Johnson’s escalation decisions 

during the Vietnam War were classic sunk cost trap decision moments.  Ever since, 

presidents have confronted their own such decision points in the “shadow” of Vietnam.  

I notice two trends regarding the major sunk cost dilemmas affecting military 

interventions during this period.  I list them below as general observations. 

Observation 1:  In the major “sunk cost traps” between the Vietnam War and 9/11, 

presidents deescalated commitment in Lebanon (1984), the Persian Gulf (1991), and 

Somalia (1993).  

 

Observation 2:  In the major “sunk cost traps” after 9/11, presidents escalated 

commitment to the Iraq (2006-2007) and Afghan Wars (2009).  

                                                      

2 Wong, Kin Fai Ellick, and Jessica YY Kwong. "The role of anticipated regret in escalation of commitment." 

Journal of Applied Psychology 92, no. 2 (2007): 545-554.  Ku, Gillian. "Learning to de-escalate: The effects of 

regret in escalation of commitment." Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 105, no. 2 (2008): 

221-232. 
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Presidents deescalated during two major “sunk cost traps” between the Vietnam 

War and 9/11 (Observation 1).  Those cases were in Lebanon in February 1984, and in 

Somalia in October 1993.  Presidents escalated during two substantial post-9/11 “sunk 

cost traps” (Observation 2).3  These “traps” were in Iraq in 2006-2007, and in 

Afghanistan in 2009.   

This change in presidential handling of “sunk cost traps” presents a puzzle: what 

caused the shift in presidents’ responses to “sunk cost traps?”  As concluded from the 

introductory chapter’s literature review, there is no established theoretical expectation 

for how U.S. presidents will respond to “sunk cost traps” during wartime.4  After 

establishing my theory, I argue that the anticipation of different forms of regret (of 

escalation or deescalation’s potential hazards), activated by the relevance of different 

historical “shadows” or “lessons,” offers a convincing explanation.  I define “lessons” as 

indelibly strong impressions learned from past tragedy and shared across many of the 

                                                      

3 Throughout all of the Post-Vietnam War period, some presidents have taken a hybrid approach when they 

believed that would best mitigate the regret they anticipated with both “deescalation” and “escalation” 

strategies.  The strategies listed here are simplified descriptors.  In some cases presidents employed more 

nuance than simply escalating or deescalating.  I describe hybrid strategies later in this chapter and the 

presidents’ nuanced approaches in the case study chapters, but the classifications here are accurate in a 

macro sense for what the president intended to do, for cross case comparison, and for reflection about what 

the trend signifies.   
4 Sarah Croco does argue that personal culpability for the initial decision is decisive, but she looks at leaders 

from across different nations.  See:  Croco, Sarah. Peace at What Price?. Cambridge University Press, 2015. 

American foreign policy since the Vietnam War, as is evident later and in the case study chapters, presents a 

mixed record. 
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relevant actors.  Lessons lead the key players and president to adjust their conceptual 

approach and policy implementation to address a seemingly similar future threat.   

Presidents between the Vietnam War and 9/11 were most influenced by 

Vietnam’s “lesson” to avoid long, “messy” wars in states of debatable national security 

interest.5  Moreover, many scholars and policy practitioners believed that the Vietnam 

War had specifically proven the wisdom of avoiding extended involvement in wars with 

limited prospects for success, such as those that required reliance on unreliable local 

actors.  Consequently, given tough options, presidents in this period anticipated that 

escalating to address their “sunk cost traps” would have worse policy implications, and 

thus be more regrettable, than deescalating.   

The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 represented a new defining era in 

American national security, causing other “lessons” to seem more important.  That 

tragedy taught presidents that they must prosecute counterterrorism as a war rather 

than as a crime—or face another massive attack on the homeland.  At its core, 9/11 was a 

lesson in “how to think about risks, about what weight America’s leaders should now 

attach to certain kinds of risks.6”  Following 9/11, the failed stabilization effort in Iraq 

from 2003-2006, (and eventually the surge’s success in reducing violence), taught 

                                                      

5 Young, M. B. (2006). "Two, Three, Many Vietnams." Cold War History 6(4): 413. 
6 Philip Zelikow, “The Nature of History’s Lessons” in Brands, Hal, and Jeremi Suri, eds. The Power of the 

Past: History and Statecraft. Brookings Institution Press, 2015: 290. 
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presidents that a counterinsurgency strategy was necessary to achieve lasting success in 

wars against international terrorists.  Presidents believed that the threat warranted 

escalating commitment, and that they might pull out a victory with additional resources.  

They anticipated that deescalating would have worse policy implications, and thus be 

more regrettable, than escalating.  In other words, pre-9/11, presidents believed that the 

risks of entrapment were worse than the risks of deescalation.  After 9/11, the logic 

flipped.   

This chapter focuses on developing a theoretical framework that explains 

presidents’ decisions during major “sunk cost traps” in Vietnam’s “shadow.”  Next, I 

briefly summarize the explanations that already exist for sunk cost reactions, and that I 

covered in more detail in the introduction chapter.7  I then draw on literature about 

“learning” from history, political psychology, and sunk costs to develop a theoretical 

expectation about how and why presidents’ respond to “sunk cost traps” as they do.   

Other Explanations 

The null hypothesis is that leaders make hyper-rational decisions based on cost-

benefit calculations.  Such leaders though, if they exist, are not likely to encounter “sunk 

cost traps” arising from a protracted stalemate because they will cut losses before finding 

                                                      

7 I do this for business sunk cost traps since no theoretical frameworks have yet been developed for wartime 

presidents. 
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themselves in that situation.  If instead, they suddenly faced a shocking loss, they will not 

have a true “dilemma” of how to respond in the same way other leaders might because 

they will coolly calculate the best course forward based on expected future costs and 

benefits.  In the real world, however, leaders do not make important decisions so easily, 

without concern for the resources already expended.8  Nor are the projected costs, benefits, 

or prospects for success clear or reliable.  These dynamics gave rise to literature 

attempting explanations for leaders’ responses to sunk cost dilemmas.   

Reviewing from the introduction chapter, basic sunk cost theory says that 

decision makers will pay attention to sunk costs.  Economistic logic says they should 

ruthlessly decide on future costs/benefits, but behavioral economics says they will find 

themselves paying attention to past costs.  This literature offers a mixed prediction for 

what decision makers will actually do, but mainly predicts deescalation.  This is because 

the sunk cost trap itself is a moment when you must have low prospects of success, 

otherwise you would simply stick with the current strategy and not feel a decision crisis.  

Prospect theory says that how leaders weigh the costs depends on their risk propensity.  

That can be shaped by sunk costs.  If their sunk costs have landed them in a domain of 

gains, they will deescalate.  However, by definition, those in a sunk cost trap are in a 

                                                      

8 Nincic, Donna J., and Miroslav Nincic. "Commitment to military intervention: The democratic government 

as economic investor." Journal of Peace Research 32, no. 4 (1995): 413-426. 
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domain of losses.  Thus, prospect theory applied to the types of situations this 

dissertation examines predicts that leaders will escalate in the face of sunk costs.  The 

lessons of history theory this dissertation develops indicates that salient analogies will 

largely shape leaders’ decision calculus.  I lay out the basis for that argument in the next 

section.  I then explain my theory about presidential decision making during “sunk cost 

traps” in Vietnam’s “shadow” in the remainder of this chapter.  

Historical “Learning” 

“Analogies and paradigms play a powerful role  

in shaping the perspectives of policymakers.9” 

 

“Analogies … help policymakers define which aspects of a phenomenon  

are significant and which should be treated as epiphenomenal.10” 

 

“Analogies do provide guidance and assurance,  

yet they can also serve to cloud and obscure.11” 

 

“Policymakers try to associate their contemporary arguments with the more 

‘compelling’ narratives (Munich rather than Vietnam, for example).12” 

 

                                                      

9 James B. Steinberg, “History, Policymaking, and the Balkans:  Lessons Imported and Lessons Learned” in 

Brands, Hal, and Jeremi Suri, eds. The Power of the Past: History and Statecraft. Brookings Institution Press, 

2015: 248. 
10 James B. Steinberg, “History, Policymaking, and the Balkans:  Lessons Imported and Lessons Learned” in 

Brands, Hal, and Jeremi Suri, eds. The Power of the Past: History and Statecraft. Brookings Institution Press, 

2015: 242. 
11 Scott MacDonald, ‘Hitler’s Shadow: Historical Analogies and Iraqi Invasion of Kuwait,’ Diplomacy and 

Statecraft 13/4 (2002) referenced by Priest, Andrew. "From Saigon to Baghdad: The Vietnam Syndrome, the 

Iraq War and American Foreign Policy." Intelligence and National Security 24, no. 1 (2009): 139-171. 
12 James B. Steinberg, “History, Policymaking, and the Balkans:  Lessons Imported and Lessons Learned” in 

Brands, Hal, and Jeremi Suri, eds. The Power of the Past: History and Statecraft. Brookings Institution Press, 

2015: 247-248. 
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Learning from the past provides a “historical sensibility” that helps busy 

presidents and their advisors make sense of an uncertain world.13  The most important 

history to the leaders involved in advising and making wartime policy decisions can be 

grouped into several categories.  Recent history, really dramatic history, history with 

which they were personally involved, and history from a formative period of their 

development are the types of history upon which they most rely.14  This is the history 

from which they draw “analogies … [to] think about situations and formulate solutions 

to problems.15”  That “historical sensibility” can provide insights into the efficacy, risks, 

long-term consequences, and regret that might be associated with each option available 

during presidents’ wartime “sunk cost traps.16”  Knowing how previous leaders’ choices 

turned out aids presidents in making judgments about the causal factors that led to 

particular outcomes.  Using historical analogies, therefore, can help presidents decide 

                                                      

13 Brands, Hal, and Jeremi Suri, eds. The Power of the Past, 2015: 14-16. Also: George Packer, What Obama and 

the Generals are reading, The New Yorker, October 8, 2009, available at: 

http://www.newyorker.com/news/george-packer/what-obama-and-the-generals-are-reading, accessed 

January 21, 2016. 
14 James B. Steinberg, “History, Policymaking, and the Balkans:  Lessons Imported and Lessons Learned” in 

Brands, Hal, and Jeremi Suri, eds. The Power of the Past: History and Statecraft. Brookings Institution Press, 

2015: 248. Robert, Jervis. "Perception and Misperception in International Politics." Princeton University Press 

13 (1976): 215. 
15 Scott MacDonald, ‘Hitler’s Shadow: Historical Analogies and Iraqi Invasion of Kuwait,’ Diplomacy and 

Statecraft 13/4 (2002). See also: Neustadt, Richard E., and R. Ernest. "May. 1986." Thinking in Time: The Uses of 

History for Decision Makers. 
16 James B. Steinberg, “History, Policymaking, and the Balkans:  Lessons Imported and Lessons Learned” in 

Brands, Hal, and Jeremi Suri, eds. The Power of the Past: History and Statecraft. Brookings Institution Press, 

2015: 245. 

http://www.newyorker.com/news/george-packer/what-obama-and-the-generals-are-reading
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what action to take in the current crisis.  In this way, history can be a useful teacher and 

advisor.  Yet, “some historical analogies are more powerful, influential, and seductive 

than others.17”   

Policy makers tend to default to the most recent, traumatic analogy that seems 

apropos, until another traumatic lesson replaces it.18  Lessons tend to be less impactful 

the farther in the rear-view mirror they become.19  Nonetheless, some “lessons” can 

remain influential for a long time, often until new “lessons” replace or overshadow 

them.  The “lessons” of the Vietnam War, for example, have lasted a long time because it 

was such a significant event for the country’s collective memory and “psyche.”  

Beginning during the war and extending after it, Americans wondered whether their 

leaders could be trusted, if the nation’s foreign interventions were noble and just, and if 

future wars were winnable.  Yet when historical “lessons” become dogma they may lose 

some usefulness, even becoming dangerous.20  As a respected scholar and former policy 

practitioner has put it:  

Some reigning lessons become so well known, taught and retaught, that they 

ossify into one of the small number of master scripts that can mold public 

policies across whole eras.  These aging shibboleths can go on for quite a long 

                                                      

17 James B. Steinberg, “History, Policymaking, and the Balkans:  Lessons Imported and Lessons Learned” in 

Brands, Hal, and Jeremi Suri, eds. The Power of the Past: History and Statecraft. Brookings Institution Press, 

2015: 247-248. 
18 May, Ernest R. " Lessons" of the past, 1973. 
19 Record, Jeffrey. Perils of Reasoning by Historical Analogy, 1998: 1.   
20 Khong, Yuen Foong. Analogies at War, 1992. 
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time until they are overthrown. …When the shibboleths are finally 

toppled…some new collective trauma—a war, a depression—has displaced 

them, swept them away with compelling needs for fresh social constructions.21   

 

Vietnam was so traumatic that it held our historical memory hostage for more 

than twenty-five years until another searing experience took its place.  This dynamic 

reveals an important truth upon which my theoretical framework depends.  “There is a 

greater likelihood that failure will lead to a more penetrating and nuanced look at the 

potential contributing factors, whereas there would seem to be a greater danger that 

success will lead to an unexamined instinct to ‘run the same play again’ without 

reflecting on whether the conditions that made the play successful the first time around 

will prevail in the subsequent case.22”  

So, policy makers find historical “lessons” useful and use them regularly,23 but 

according to various assessments, do not always use them well.24  During the 1960s and 

                                                      

21 Philip Zelikow, “The Nature of History’s Lessons” in Brands, Hal, and Jeremi Suri, eds. The Power of the 

Past, 2015: 286. 
22 James B. Steinberg, “History, Policymaking, and the Balkans:  Lessons Imported and Lessons Learned” in 

Brands, Hal, and Jeremi Suri, eds. The Power of the Past: History and Statecraft. Brookings Institution Press, 

2015: 248. See also: Philip Zelikow, “The Nature of History’s Lessons” in Brands, Hal, and Jeremi Suri, eds. 

The Power of the Past, 2015: 286. Robert, Jervis. "Perception and Misperception in International Politics." 

Princeton University Press 13 (1976): 231-233. 
23 May, Ernest R. " Lessons" of the past: the use and misuse of history in American foreign policy. Vol. 429. Oxford 

University Press, USA, 1973. Neustadt, Richard E., and R. Ernest. "May. 1986." Thinking in Time: The Uses of 

History for Decision Makers. Brands, Hal, and Jeremi Suri, eds. The Power of the Past: History and Statecraft. 

Brookings Institution Press, 2015. Priest, Andrew. "From Saigon to Baghdad: The Vietnam Syndrome, the 

Iraq War and American Foreign Policy." Intelligence and National Security 24, no. 1 (2009): 139-171. Record, 

Jeffrey. Perils of Reasoning by Historical Analogy, 1998: 23. 
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the major escalations of the Vietnam War, for example, Yuen Foong Khong claims that 

policymakers poorly utilized the “lessons” of Munich and Korea.  In his book, Analogies 

at War: Korea, Munich, Dien Bien Phu, and the Vietnam Decisions of 1965, he argues that 

decision makers were “unable or unwilling to put their analogical inferences to tests” 

before acting on them.25  This prevented the “closer look at the local realities at work in 

Vietnam” that was necessary to determine whether the “lessons” of Munich and 

Korea—that appeasement does not work, and that containment of aggressive great 

powers through proxy wars does—accurately captured the problem and solution.26   

Instead, Khong claims that the “lessons” of Munich and Korea were 

misinterpreted and misapplied.  The result was that American decision makers did not 

properly understand the threat.  By applying these two “lessons,” they saw the threat as 

originating from great powers (Russia and China), instead of emanating mainly from 

North Vietnam, heightening America’s stakes beyond what they actually were.  Another 

result of using the Korean analogy of a limited, proxy war was that policy makers 

                                                      

 

24 May, Ernest R. " Lessons" of the past: the use and misuse of history in American foreign policy. Vol. 429. Oxford 

University Press, USA, 1973: ix-xii.  Neustadt, Richard E. and Ernest R. May.  Thinking in time: The uses of 

history for decision makers. Simon and Schuster, 1985.  Khong, Yuen Foong. Analogies at War: Korea, Munich, 

Dien Bien Phu, and the Vietnam Decisions of 1965. Princeton University Press, 1992.  Record, Jeffrey. Perils of 

Reasoning by Historical Analogy, 1998.   
25 Khong, Yuen Foong. Analogies at War: Korea, Munich, Dien Bien Phu, and the Vietnam Decisions of 1965. 

Princeton University Press, 1992: 262. 
26 Khong, Yuen Foong. Analogies at War, 1992: 11, 66-67, 99-122, 262. 
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underestimated how much commitment would be necessary to accomplish their aim.  

Fighting against extremely dedicated, nationally oriented political leadership and 

military forces who had already defeated the French and were willing to outlast the 

United States was a different type of war that would require more effort than most 

policy makers initially realized.27  America’s decision makers, according to Khong, held 

to their interpretation and application of Munich and Korea’s “lessons” during the key 

1965 escalation decisions though, without sufficiently questioning their applicability to 

Vietnam.   

Misunderstanding history affects presidents and their advisors’ ability to use 

past “lessons” well, and can cause them to fight the last war—just as generals are often 

accused of doing.  A lack of historical knowledge can cause presidents to rely on one 

analogy that may not be the best fit.28  If historical “lessons” are “narrowly selected” and 

not deliberately scrutinized, it limits and skews consideration of the current problem, 

stakes, potential futures, and options.29  This hinders diplomatic ingenuity, the ability to 

                                                      

27 Khong, Yuen Foong. Analogies at War, 1992: 117.  See also:  McNamara, Robert S., and Brian VanDeMark. 

In retrospect: The tragedy and lessons of Vietnam. Vintage, 1996: 322-324. 
28 Ernest May critiques administrations for under analyzing policy options. See: May, Ernest R. " Lessons" of 

the past: the use and misuse of history in American foreign policy. Vol. 429. Oxford University Press, USA, 1973: 

xii, 18. 
29 May, Ernest R. " Lessons" of the past, 1973: 51.  See also:  Khong, Yuen Foong. Analogies at War, 1992: 10. 
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expose poor assumptions, and to leverage historical patterns to suit U.S. interests.30  

Indeed, “thinking-by-analogy can be just as dangerous as historical amnesia:  because A 

looks like B, there’s a strong temptation to abandon the immense difficulty of 

understanding B on its own terms, and instead to let the outcome of A do the thinking 

for you.31”  The result, therefore, can be an ill-informed and potentially ineffective or 

counterproductive policy choice.  If properly utilized, though, analogies can be helpful 

in making sense of the situation and determining the broad contours of possible 

alternative futures.   

Given these dynamics of how leaders learn from history, we expect a major 

shock like the Vietnam disaster to (a) cast a long shadow, (i.e. last a long time), and (b) 

cast a dark shadow, (i.e. to be over-used even when it may not be appropriate).  Based 

on the literature, we also expect that it takes another such shock to dislodge that 

shadow.  It took Vietnam to dislodge Munich as the dominant theory upon which 

decision makers based their policy, and to which they referred to gain public support.  

My theory, explained over the next few sections, indicates that it took 9/11 to dislodge 

Vietnam as the dominant theory. 

                                                      

30 Neustadt, Richard E. and Ernest R. May.  Thinking in time: The uses of history for decision makers. Simon and 

Schuster, 1985.  Khong, Yuen Foong. Analogies at War, 1992.  Brands, Hal, and Jeremi Suri, eds. The Power of 

the Past: History and Statecraft. Brookings Institution Press, 2015. 
31 George Packer, What Obama and the Generals Are Reading, The New Yorker, October 8, 2009.  Available at: 

http://www.newyorker.com/news/george-packer/what-obama-and-the-generals-are-reading, accessed 

January 21, 2016. 

http://www.newyorker.com/news/george-packer/what-obama-and-the-generals-are-reading
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Historical “Lessons” & Anticipated Regret  

Historical “lessons” influence presidents’ decision making by activating 

anticipated regret with at least one of their options.  If there is a pertinent historical 

analogy upon which to draw, it informs presidents about the options’ prospects of 

success and warns of potential pitfalls.32  Presidents then form assessments about the 

tradeoffs between their perceived options.  A crucial portion of this process is a 

determination of the implications that trigger presidents’ most profound expectations of 

regret.  Presidents will then choose a different course to avoid the realization of that 

regret.  I argue that when escalation’s implications are presidents’ most significant fear, 

they will deescalate, and that the reverse is also true.  If deescalation’s implications raise 

presidents’ greatest fear, they will escalate.   

In the case of the president fixated on the “lesson” of Munich—that appeasing 

dictators does not work—a bold and early exercise of military power will seem more 

appropriate to counter a contemporary Adolf Hitler.  Seeing recent international 

aggression as a threat reminiscent of Hitler’s threat to the status quo, this president will 

anticipate significant regret if he does not use substantial U.S. ground forces early on to 

counter the perceived threat.  Wanting to avoid a repeat of Hitler’s march across Europe, 

the application of U.S. military force sooner rather than later seems more attractive 

                                                      

32 Khong, Yuen Foong. Analogies at War, 1992: 10. 
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because of the anticipated regret he has of what will happen if he waits and the problem 

grows bigger, raising the stakes even higher.   

For the president focused on the “lesson” of the Balkans, the outlook might be 

different.  He may view the threat as more localized, rather than having global 

ramifications.  He may interpret the “lesson” of the Balkans as indicating that measures 

less robust than large scale U.S. military intervention can confront and reverse modern, 

regionally-based aggression.  His anticipated regret may be most associated with 

unnecessary escalation, triggering a wider war, or American lives lost.  As a result, he 

may proscribe a more limited intervention, or another policy response wholly different 

than the president for whom the “lesson” of Munich was tantamount.  He might want to 

pass a Security Council Resolution condemning the country’s actions, emplace economic 

sanctions or an arms embargo, assist proxies, create safe havens or no fly zones, broker a 

peace agreement, and conduct peace enforcement operations.  In his mind, enhanced 

international norms and levers not available to British Prime Minister Neville 

Chamberlain offer options other than mass mobilization and conventional war for a 

threat he perceives as more localized than Hitler.  Thus, historical “lessons” increase 

presidents’ regret associated with a particular course of action, making another more 

attractive.  This example of two historical “lessons” triggering separate types of 

anticipated regret and leading to differing presidential responses is illustrative of the 
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proposed mechanism.  The next few sections expound on my theory development based 

on this mechanism and explain how leaders determine which analogy is relevant. 

Theory Development: Integrating Historical “Learning” & 
Anticipated Regret 

A theory applicable to presidential decision making during “sunk cost traps” 

should allow for presidents’ use of both retrospective and prospective analyses.  As 

President Lyndon Johnson indicated, “he and other American presidents liked to consult 

the past, as well as anticipate the future in the widest possible ways.33”  As already 

discussed, presidents use retrospective analysis to learn from the past.  They employ 

prospective analyses to weigh tradeoffs between potential options.  Some research has 

focused on testing the impact of retrospective perspectives on reactions to "sunk cost 

traps."  These include a focus on responsibility for the decision34 and sunk costs itself.35  

Other research has examined future-oriented considerations.  The influence of project 

completion,36 being "too close to quit,37" and anticipating regret38 are forward-looking 

                                                      

33 Johnson, Lyndon Baines. The vantage point: Perspectives of the presidency, 1963-1969. New York: Holt, 

Rinehart and Winston, 1971: 151, paraphrased in Khong, Yuen Foong. Analogies at War, 1992: 255. 
34 Staw, Barry M. "Knee-deep in the big muddy: A study of escalating commitment to a chosen course of 

action." Organizational behavior and human performance 16, no. 1 (1976): 27-44. 
35 Arkes, Hal R., and Catherine Blumer. "The psychology of sunk cost." Organizational behavior and human 

decision processes 35, no. 1 (1985): 124-140.  Garland, Howard. "Throwing good money after bad: The effect of 

sunk costs on the decision to escalate commitment to an ongoing project." Journal of Applied Psychology 75, 

no. 6 (1990): 728. 
36 Conlon, Donald E., and Howard Garland. "The role of project completion information in resource 

allocation decisions." Academy of Management Journal 36, no. 2 (1993): 402-413.   
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factors shown to influence decision makers facing escalation scenarios.  Still other 

scholarship has integrated the two approaches.   

The experiments Kin Fai Ellick Wong and Jessica Y. Y. Kwong (2007) ran confirm 

that both approaches, rearward and forward looking, are significant determinants of 

leaders’ choices during “sunk cost traps.”  Retrospectively, decision makers personally 

responsible for the initial investment decision are more likely to escalate commitment.  

Prospectively, people are regret averse and attempt to avoid outcomes they expect to 

regret.  Wong and Kwong found that when presented with two options, anticipated 

regret of one alternative steers individuals toward the other.  Those who expect to regret 

the consequences of withdrawal are more likely to escalate commitment.  Those who 

expect to most regret the possible disadvantages of project persistence or escalation, are 

least likely to follow that path,39 and may be apt to deescalate.  This represents a 

potential reverse sunk cost effect in which decision makers deescalate—rather than 

escalate—commitment to a project that appears to be failing.  Further, Wong and Kwong 

                                                      

 

37 Garland, Howard, and Donald E. Conlon. "Too Close to Quit: The Role of Project Completion in 

Maintaining Commitment1." Journal of Applied Social Psychology 28, no. 22 (1998): 2025-2048. 
38 Zeelenberg, Marcel, and Eric Van Dijk. "A reverse sunk cost effect in risky decision making: Sometimes we 

have too much invested to gamble." Journal of Economic Psychology 18, no. 6 (1997): 682. 
39 Wong, Kin Fai Ellick, and Jessica YY Kwong. "The role of anticipated regret in escalation of commitment." 

Journal of Applied Psychology 92, no. 2 (2007): 545-554.  Ku, Gillian. "Learning to de-escalate: The effects of 

regret in escalation of commitment." Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 105, no. 2 (2008): 

221-232. 
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found that anticipated regret influences the chosen outcome even when controlling for 

personal responsibility for the initial project decision that resulted in a “sunk cost 

trap.”40 

Gillian Ku's work (2008) also involved an integrated examination of retrospective 

and prospective factors.  Ku explored the role of learning from previous escalation-

related regret on decisions in future "sunk cost traps."  Using experiments involving 

maximum auction bids, he found that escalation-related regret from past decisions 

reduce future escalation of commitment by approximately 60%.  Ku also tested the 

impact of anticipated regret through the suggestion of counterfactuals at the time of 

decision.  Like Zeelenberg and Dijk and Wong and Kwong, Ku found that anticipated 

regret—like past learning—reduced decisions for escalation as leaders considered the 

possibility that an alternative choice may yield a better outcome.41  Further, despite the 

emotion induced by regret, Ku points out that the mechanism by which regret changed 

participants’ behavior was through a combination of emotion and cognitive processing.  

“Although regret is a powerful emotion, its emergence and ability to bring about change 

are based in counterfactual thinking.42” 

                                                      

40 Wong and Kwong. "The role of anticipated regret in escalation of commitment." (2007): 545-554. 
41 Ku, Gillian. "Learning to de-escalate: The effects of regret in escalation of commitment." (2008): 230. 
42 Ku, Gillian. "Learning to de-escalate: The effects of regret in escalation of commitment." (2008): 230. 
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Theory 

Marcel Zeelenberg and Eric van Dijk found a reverse sunk cost effect at work in 

which participants deescalated when in a “sunk cost trap.”  They attribute the difference 

between their findings and other scholarship that supports the existence of a sunk cost 

effect to shifts in deciders’ aspiration levels and a distinction between behavioral and 

financial sunk costs.  Aspiration levels are the “level of future performance in a task that 

an individual explicitly undertakes to reach.43”  For presidents in “sunk cost traps,” their 

aspiration levels equate to their minimal acceptable policy goals.  Behavioral sunk costs 

are investments in time and effort, whereas financial sunk costs involve monetary 

investments.  Most of the literature examine financial sunk costs, finding that people will 

often throw “good” money after “bad” in an attempt to recoup financial losses.  

Zeelenberg and Dijk look instead at investments of time and effort, and at the deciders’ 

aspiration levels.   

Behavioral sunk costs change deciders' aspiration levels because people do not like 

the idea that they have worked for nothing.44  However, "even if 'winning' in the risky 

option [through escalation] provides a much better possible outcome, it is only the safe 

option that always satisfies the aspiration level.  Thus, sometimes sunk costs may promote 

                                                      

43 Weiner, B., 1995. Aspiration level. In: Manstead, A.S.R., Hewstone, M.(Eds.), The Blackwell Encyclopedia 

of Social Psychology. Blackwell, Oxford: 362. 
44 Zeelenberg, Marcel, and Eric Van Dijk. "A reverse sunk cost effect in risky decision making." (1997): 682. 
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risk aversion.45"  Whether decision makers pursue a risk seeking or risk averse course to 

reach their aspiration level depends on which they believe will yield the greatest regret.    

What seems essential is that in previous sunk cost research, only the risky 

alternative provides participants the opportunity to reach their aspiration level 

(e.g. to make up for their prior [financial] losses).  Aspiration level is an 

important concept in theories of decision making (cf., Payne et al., 1980).46  It is 

suggested (Simon, 1955)47 that people sometimes simplify choices by coding the 

outcomes as satisfactory if they are above the aspiration level, and as 

unsatisfactory if they are below.  Of course, aspiration levels may also be 

satisfied by risk averse choices.  In these cases incurring sunk cost promotes risk 

aversion.  Consider, e.g., a person who has incurred a [behavioral] sunk cost, e.g., 

worked all afternoon...This person has the choice between a safe option with a 

certain outcome ($50) and a risky option with either an outcome that is better 

than the certain outcome ($100), or an outcome that is worse ($0).  Assume that 

$50 equals this person's aspiration level, because this is the money this person 

expected [to be paid for his work].  If this aspiration level is then used as a 

reference point (this would imply drawing a new curve with the origin at C, and 

A in the loss domain, see Fig. [2.]1), the safe option will be satisfactory.  Larger 

gains will cause only moderate increases in value.  Since the current asset 

position ([$0 and] point A in Fig. 1) is perceived as a loss, and [because] losses 

loom larger than gains [i.e., hold the greater potential for regret,] the safe option 

[choosing the certain $50] will be more appealing than the risky one [i.e. the 

gamble between $100 and $0].48 

 

 

                                                      

45 Zeelenberg, Marcel, and Eric Van Dijk. "A reverse sunk cost effect in risky decision making." (1997): 681-

82. 
46 Payne, John W., Dan J. Laughhunn, and Roy Crum. "Translation of gambles and aspiration level effects in 

risky choice behavior." Management Science 26, no. 10 (1980): 1039-1060. 
47 Simon, Herbert A. "A behavioral model of rational choice." The quarterly journal of economics (1955): 99-118. 
48 Zeelenberg, Marcel, and Eric Van Dijk. "A reverse sunk cost effect in risky decision making." (1997): 681-

82. 
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49 

Figure 2.1:  Prospect Theory’s Value Function 

 

“It is not the full recovery of the sunk cost that can make people risk averse.  

Instead, it is the increased aspiration level” and the ability to reach it with the "safe" 

option, combined with consideration of a counterfactual outcome, that causes a decision 

maker to be risk averse.50  In other words, the anticipation of regret of the "risky" 

option's implications facilitates decision makers’ selection of the “safe” option.  In the 

                                                      

49 This figure is taken from:  Zeelenberg, Marcel, and Eric Van Dijk. "A reverse sunk cost effect in risky 

decision making." (1997): 679.  I explain the basics of prospect theory in the introduction chapter. 
50 Zeelenberg, Marcel, and Eric Van Dijk. "A reverse sunk cost effect in risky decision making." (1997): 689. 
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example above, that meant the expected regret of choosing the gamble led many to pick 

the certain outcome of receiving $50.51   

In the scenarios in this dissertation, it is anticipated regret of escalation’s 

potential implications that facilitates presidents’ selection of the “safe” option 

(deescalation) during "sunk cost traps," if they can still satisfy their aspiration level (i.e. 

attain an acceptable policy outcome).  Likewise, the anticipation of regret of the "safe" 

option's implications facilitates presidents' escalation.  Complicated decisions, 

like risky decisions in sunk cost situations, are influenced by how the 

outcomes of these decisions are evaluated.  Outcomes are evaluated in 

relation to a reference point, which is usually the status quo.  The present 

research shows, as Kahneman and Tversky (1979) argue, that there are 

situations in which outcomes are coded relative to other reference 

points.52  These reference points include increased aspiration levels 

created by prior investments, and counterfactual outcomes made salient 

by [previous] feedback [i.e. “learning”].53 

 

In summary, Zeelenberg and Dijk’s work shows that plausible counterfactuals 

and anticipated regret can result in risk averse behavior after incurring behavioral sunk 

costs.  In essence, leaders are not always risk seeking and do not always escalate in the 

realm of losses.  In fact, their main statistical finding was that participants who had 

incurred behavioral sunk costs were “much more risk averse than participants in the 

                                                      

51 As prospect theory indicates, people heavily favor certainty. 
52 Kahneman, Daniel, and Amos Tversky. "Prospect theory: An analysis of decision under risk." 

Econometrica: Journal of the Econometric Society (1979): 263-291. 
53 Zeelenberg, Marcel, and Eric Van Dijk. "A reverse sunk cost effect in risky decision making." (1997): 690. 
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Behavioral Sunk Cost Absent conditions.”  This demonstrates that sunk costs can cause 

decision makers to reevaluate their aspiration level, modifying their aims and 

influencing subsequent commitment—sometimes in the opposite direction of that 

expected by prospect theory (i.e. toward deescalation rather than escalation).54   

The work done by Ku, as well as Wong and Kwong's research, confirms the role 

of anticipated regret in escalation scenarios.  Ku’s work demonstrates that previous 

regret supports "learning" and can temper escalation of financial commitment in future 

situations, a reverse sunk cost effect.  Together, this scholarship suggests that regret, 

whether past or projected, can influence decision makers' choices after investments of 

time, effort, or money.  If associated with previous escalation of commitment, or 

escalation’s likely outcomes from a current policy choice, anticipated regret can lead 

deciders in "sunk cost traps" to deescalate.  If associated with anticipated adverse effects 

of deescalation, regret can influence decision makers in "sunk cost traps" to escalate 

commitment.   

This is where the “lessons of history” approach comes in.  Dominant analogies can 

serve as powerful framing devices that shape the likely direction of how presidents are 

                                                      

54 The preceding two sentences quote/draw from:  Zeelenberg, Marcel, and Eric Van Dijk. "A reverse sunk 

cost effect in risky decision making." (1997): 687-688. One implication of applying this theory to foreign 

policy cases instead of prospect theory is the elimination of the need to establish that presidents were in the 

realm of losses or gains at the time of the relevant decision.  This is helpful as that is difficult to do 

objectively and in a measurable, provable fashion. 
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doing the calculations identified by prospect theory.  Specifically, a powerful “lesson from 

history” can skew the calculation of anticipated regret and shift the leader’s risk calculus 

accordingly.  Although Ku found that experiment participants did not “learn” from 

others, like Zeelenberg and Dijk, he found that they do adjust their behavior based on 

consideration of counterfactuals.  Strategic reflection about the possible second or third 

order implications of escalating commitment drove people in both studies toward 

deescalation.  Said another way, people may think they are safe from the ill effects 

suffered by others who escalate commitment, but when they contemplate adverse 

outcomes occurring as a result of their own decisions, they take notice.55  Thus, decision 

makers’ reflection on and application of historical analogies to their “sunk cost traps” 

make anticipated regret a present and powerful influence—even if presidents have never 

personally experienced the adverse implications of a decision for or against escalation.  

The next couple sections take this theoretical framework farther.  After explaining the 

significance of 9/11’s key lesson in replacing one from the Vietnam War as dominant, I 

develop two hypotheses for presidential “sunk cost traps” in the “shadow” of the Vietnam 

War.  I then apply the framework to the cases and discuss my methodological approach. 

                                                      

55 Ku, Gillian. "Still stuck in the big muddy: Behavioral and affective forecasting, competitive arousal, and 

escalation of commitment." PhD dissertation, 2004.  Ku, Gillian. "Learning to de-escalate," (2008): 230. 
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9/11’s Importance 

9/11 dislodged Vietnam as the key lesson for presidents facing hard-to-win 

situations in military conflicts when other traumas could not because it was a uniquely 

American tragedy.  Other shocks between the end of the Vietnam War and 9/11 were 

different.  Events in Rwanda, the Balkans, and elsewhere did not have the same impact 

as 9/11 because they did not happen to “us.”  They were mass killings, and they were 

horrendous, but they were not American tragedies.  It was not primarily America lives 

that were lost.  Nor were they on American soil.  9/11 was different because it happened 

to us, on our homeland, in a surprising and spectacular way.  9/11 was different because 

it was the single greatest attack on U.S. soil, surpassing even the attack on Pearl Harbor 

that drug America into World War II.   

9/11 was different because it meant that America’s two greatest liquid assets (the 

Atlantic and Pacific Oceans) were no longer enough to keep us safe.56  The enemy 

consisted of non-state actors—not another “great power.”  Yet the enemy could reach us, 

                                                      

56 “Time and distance from the events of September the 11th will not make us safer unless we act on its 

lessons. America is no longer protected by vast oceans. We are protected from attack only by vigorous 

action abroad, and increased vigilance at home.”  Bush, George W. State of the Union Address to the 107th 

Congress, January 29, 2002, Selected Speeches of President George W. Bush: 2001-2009: 107, accessed May 6, 

2018, available at:  

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjd

pJSs3PLaAhUK24MKHSSyDb8QFggpMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fgeorgewbush-

whitehouse.archives.gov%2Finfocus%2Fbushrecord%2Fdocuments%2FSelected_Speeches_George_W_Bush

.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3d_uOOlUhBHYUSD2u6pUwk. 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjdpJSs3PLaAhUK24MKHSSyDb8QFggpMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fgeorgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov%2Finfocus%2Fbushrecord%2Fdocuments%2FSelected_Speeches_George_W_Bush.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3d_uOOlUhBHYUSD2u6pUwk
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjdpJSs3PLaAhUK24MKHSSyDb8QFggpMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fgeorgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov%2Finfocus%2Fbushrecord%2Fdocuments%2FSelected_Speeches_George_W_Bush.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3d_uOOlUhBHYUSD2u6pUwk
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjdpJSs3PLaAhUK24MKHSSyDb8QFggpMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fgeorgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov%2Finfocus%2Fbushrecord%2Fdocuments%2FSelected_Speeches_George_W_Bush.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3d_uOOlUhBHYUSD2u6pUwk
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjdpJSs3PLaAhUK24MKHSSyDb8QFggpMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fgeorgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov%2Finfocus%2Fbushrecord%2Fdocuments%2FSelected_Speeches_George_W_Bush.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3d_uOOlUhBHYUSD2u6pUwk


 

 

97 

and they didn’t need their own state-of-the art technology to inflict mass casualties.  The 

enemy could attack us from afar and from within at the same time.  The 9/11 hijackers 

were largely from the Middle East, but legally spent months in America preparing for 

the attacks.  Despite a previous attempt to bring down the World Trade Center in 1993, 

America had not been successfully attacked by terrorists from around the world on such 

a scale before.  This enemy had deliberately, patiently, strategically, and cunningly 

targeted American economic, security, and political symbols.  For these reasons, and 

because it is their job to keep U.S. citizens safe, political leaders were responsible to act 

following 9/11 in ways that they were not held responsible for doing following tragic 

events in Lebanon, Rwanda, the Balkans, or elsewhere.  

9/11 became a galvanizing event that immediately formed a bipartisan consensus 

for major change.  The totality of that change eventually resulted in the creation of the 

Department of Homeland Security (DHS) and the reorganization of national security 

organizations under it.  9/11 resulted in greater airport security.  It led to greater 

cooperation across intelligence, interagency, and defense elements at home, and 

overseas.  It led to interagency fusion cells in war zones and Joint Terrorism Task Forces 

at home. 

I argue that these differences changed presidents’ greatest fears, their resulting 

risk calculus, and subsequently, the way presidents made mid-course corrections to war 
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policy.57  They now escalated and employed counterinsurgency strategies after 

prolonged stalemates instead of deescalating.  Their risk calculus was different, as were 

the outcomes they most wanted to avoid (taken together, their “anticipated regret”).  

They took on the political risk and uncertainty of failing in an overseas operation to 

avoid another successful, spectacular terrorist attack on the homeland during their 

watch.  Accordingly, they fought longer than ever before to contain the threat posed by 

globally minded, Salafi-inspired, militant jihadists—a threat which seemed greater than 

ever before, if not in intent, certainly in intensity, scope, and capability.  

Theory Applied to Presidents’ Wartime “Sunk Cost Traps” in 
Vietnam’s “Shadow” 

The anticipated regret framework, as activated by important historical “lessons,” is 

applicable to presidential “sunk cost traps.”  Similar to decisions business leaders make 

regarding whether to escalate commitment to a failing financial investment or building 

project, these dilemmas involve reevaluations of failing (or stalled) war endeavors.  Just as 

in the private sector, these decisions involve tradeoffs between various options, each of 

which carries the potential for regret if it turns out badly.  In "sunk cost traps," presidents 

are presented with a stark choice between a certain loss, already incurred, and a “risky” 

option that could result in a larger loss, no loss, or even a gain.   

                                                      

57 9/11 also caused President George W. Bush to adopt his Bush Doctrine of preventative war, leading to the 

U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003, but this dissertation focuses on changes in the middle of conflicts.  
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As discussed in the introduction chapter, presidents can use political/diplomatic 

and military measures as two of their main levers to deescalate, continue the status quo, 

escalate, or employ a hybrid approach that may employ elements of escalation and 

deescalation across time.  A hybrid approach may also employ various elements of 

national strategy: military, political, diplomatic, and economic.  Which choice presidents 

select depends on their anticipated regret and current aspiration level.58  If that aspiration 

level cannot be satisfied by accepting the loss of a “sunk cost trap” because they expect to 

regret deescalation’s ramifications, they will escalate.  As Zeelenberg and Dijk point out, 

though, if presented with "a choice between an uncertain option (which may not satisfy 

the aspiration level) and a safe option (which satisfies the aspiration level) [experiment] 

participants [or presidents] having incurred sunk cost may prefer the safe option (showing 

risk aversion)” and thus deescalate.59   

Drawing on the literature about learning and the anticipated regret framework, I 

have developed two hypotheses.  They explain why presidents may have reacted to 

“sunk cost traps” as they have in the “shadow” of the Vietnam War.   

                                                      

58 Zeelenberg, Marcel, and Eric Van Dijk. "A reverse sunk cost effect in risky decision making." (1997): 680.  

See also: Kahneman, Daniel, and Amos Tversky. "Prospect theory," (1979): 286 regarding the relevance of 

reference points, and to relate them to Zeelenberg and Dijk’s aspiration levels. 
59 Zeelenberg, Marcel, and Eric Van Dijk. "A reverse sunk cost effect in risky decision making." (1997): 682.  I 

recognize that presidential options are not simply binary.  I address other options, namely hybrid 

approaches, later. 



 

 

100 

Hypothesis 1 (“Avoid a Quagmire”):  In the “sunk cost traps” between the 

Vietnam War and 9/11, salient historical “lessons” influenced presidents’ deescalation 

decisions, having “taught” them that success in a lengthy war via incremental escalation 

was doubtful and likely to be regrettable.   

 

Hypothesis 2 (“War Footing Abroad”):  In “sunk cost traps” after 9/11, new 

“lessons” taught that failing to proactively combat international terrorism through 

counterinsurgency could result in another major attack on America, influencing 

presidents’ decisions for escalation to avoid the regret that would cause.   

 

Hypothesis 1 follows from Observation 1 above, just as Hypothesis 2 follows 

from Observation 2.  The first explanatory variable is the impact of historical “lessons” 

drawn from previous conflicts or significant events, like 9/11.  The second, activated by 

the first, includes the presidents’ relative anticipation of regret with the “risky” 

(escalate) and “safe” (deescalate) options.60  The expectation is that presidents will 

                                                      

60 Presidential "sunk cost traps/opportunities" carry no guarantee of a completely "safe" option.  All options 

involve risk.  In my cases, although it was an option, the presidents became convinced of the need to change 

course, ruling out the status quo approach.  Of the remaining options, deescalation is the closest equivalent 

of the “safe” option in Zeelenberg and Dijk’s experiments.  Deescalation, whether resulting in quick removal 

of all forces or not, does not necessarily decrease the long-term risk emanating from a region where the 

United States has deployed its military.  Deescalation can even place American soldiers at greater risk if the 

size of the U.S. contingent is no longer adequately resourced to provide it necessary protection from the 

threat(s).  Deescalation, however, when it involves complete withdrawal, does eliminate the immediate 

physical risk to military personnel and the resultant political risk to presidents of more casualties.  So, 

although threats may remain or spring up again, deescalation can entail these types of risk reduction 

elements.   

Escalation, on the other hand, generally carries increased physical risk, even if it might facilitate mission 

accomplishment.  It is true that escalation can provide increased “teeth” to U.S. units, increasing their safety 

through deterrence of adversaries.  Escalation, though, is not normally done during wartime simply for 

deterrence.  Escalation is typically undertaken in conjunction with increasing the aims sought, the intensity 

with which the nation wages the war, and/or the number of operations conducted.  All of these place troops 

in harm’s way more often or to a greater degree.  They may also cause the enemy to intensify its efforts, 

increasing physical risk—at least in the short to mid-term—before the potential fruit of increased American 

operations are realized.  Escalation also increases the number of Americans for enemies to target.  Moreover, 
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gravitate toward the option which they expect to produce the least regret.  Although 

domestic and international politics may play a role in shaping the president’s expected 

regret, these hypotheses suggest that they do so through the lens of the historical 

“lesson(s)” relevant to each president.  For instance, if a president is concerned about 

public opinion, it is because of the “lesson” from the Vietnam War and other conflicts 

that public opinion can fade as casualties rise,61 or that it can be low given a specific type 

of policy objective62 or given limited prospects for success.63   

Hypotheses 1 and 2 suggest the evolving impact of historical “lessons” on 

presidents’ decisions during their “sunk cost traps.”  Hypothesis 1 postulates that 

presidents between the Vietnam War and 9/11, influenced significantly by Vietnam’s 

“lessons,” anticipated that the “risky” (escalate) option would have worse policy 

implications, and thus be more regrettable, than opting for the “safe” (deescalate) 

course.  The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 represent a new defining era in 

                                                      

 

wartime escalation during “sunk cost traps” is analogous to “doubling down” on one’s gambling 

commitments, financial investments, or any other failing project in an effort to recoup losses.  In the sunk 

cost literature, these moves are generally viewed as “risky.”  These are the rationale, then, for considering 

deescalation the “safe” option and escalation the “risky” route during wartime presidential “sunk cost 

traps/ opportunities.” 
61 Mueller, John E. War, presidents, and public opinion. John Wiley & Sons, 1973. 
62 Jentleson, Bruce W. "The pretty prudent public: Post post-Vietnam American opinion on the use of 

military force." International studies quarterly (1992): 49-73. 
63 Gelpi, Christopher, Peter D. Feaver, and Jason Reifler. "Success matters: Casualty sensitivity and the war 

in Iraq." (2006). 
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American national security, and appear to have changed presidents’ prescription for 

“sunk cost traps.”  As theorized in Hypothesis 2, presidents subsequently focused on 

different “lessons,” drawn from 9/11 and the subsequent conflict in Iraq.  When in “sunk 

cost traps,” although aware of the “lessons” of Vietnam, they believed that the threat 

warranted escalating commitment and that they might be able to pull out a victory with 

additional resources.  Hypothesis 2’s argument is that they anticipated that the “safe” 

(deescalate) option would have worse policy implications, and thus be more regrettable, 

than opting for the “risky” (escalate) course.   

The first distinction between the two hypotheses is which “lessons” were most 

influential regarding what the proper response to sunk costs should entail.  In 

Hypothesis 1, the Vietnam War’s “lessons” were generally the most salient; in 

Hypothesis 2, it was the “lessons” of 9/11 and subsequent military action in Iraq.  The 

argument is not that other “lessons” did not also have some impact on presidents 

between the Vietnam War and 9/11.  Table 2.1 in the next section shows that the “lesson” 

of Lebanon, as well as the “shadows” of the Cold and Persian Gulf Wars also influenced 

Clinton’s decision making context during his Somalia “sunk cost trap.”  Further, 

Hypothesis 2 does not mean that the “lessons” of Vietnam were unimportant for Bush 

and Obama after 9/11.  Rather, it posits that it was the “lessons” from more recent, 

defining military conflicts and attacks that were the most critical in shaping the basic 
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strategy in favor of escalation instead of deescalation.  Prior to 9/11 and the early part of 

the Iraq War, major escalations four and eight years into significant military 

interventions would not have been conceivable in the “shadow” of the Vietnam War.  

These dynamics are captured succinctly in Table 2.1. 

The second distinction between the hypotheses is the dependent variable, which 

is the president’s decision during his “sunk cost trap.”  In Hypothesis 1, the value the 

dependent variable takes is deescalation; in Hypothesis 2, the value the dependent 

variable takes is escalation.  Since all my cases involve policy changes, the dependent 

variable is never the status quo, though that was an option, but is characterized as 

strategy that either pursues a deescalation, an escalation, or a hybrid solution.  I address 

hybrid strategies a bit later.  For now, utilization of the two basic strategies for 

implementing war policy changes, deescalation and escalation, are useful.  They 

illustrate the general trends, and the change in “sunk cost trap” strategies that occurred 

during the timeframe in question.  More nuance is necessary during the case study 

chapters to describe some of the presidents’ “sunk cost trap” responses.  The 

deescalation and escalation terms, however, do faithfully convey the primary ways in 

which each of these reactions were primarily intended and understood. 
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Methodology - Applying Theory to the Cases 

I conduct a structured, focused comparison of my case studies.64  It is focused in 

that I orient each case study on presidential reactions to particular “sunk cost traps” of 

important military operations, rather than on the initiation or termination of those 

conflicts.  I also focus on the role of historical “lessons” in activating presidents’ 

anticipated regret of a certain policy option, thereby influencing their selection of another.  

It is structured in that I use the same set of questions to uncover presidents’ rationale in 

each case.65  I look at four cases of salient pivot points in the Post-Vietnam War era when 

leaders were faced with important sunk cost choices.  The questions I ask of each case 

include the following:  

1) Why was this a “sunk cost trap?”  

2) What were the president’s options and what strategy did he implement? 

3) What role did historical “lessons” and anticipated regret play? 

4) What are the alternative explanations? 

5) Did internal administration arguments differ from the public justifications? 

 

                                                      

64 George, Alexander L., and Richard Smoke. Deterrence in American foreign policy: Theory and practice. 

Columbia University Press, 1974.  George, Alexander L., and Andrew Bennett. Case studies and theory 

development in the social sciences. MIT Press, 2005. 
65 Similar to Alexander George and Richard Smoke’s Deterrence in American Foreign Policy: Theory and Practice 

(1974), the questions I ask are informed by the literature, but do not constitute a theory test.   
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As part of my structured, focused comparison, I use process tracing and pattern 

matching techniques to provide within and cross-case analysis.66  I look for evidence of 

historical “lessons” and anticipated regret in presidents’ internal deliberations, as well as 

their external justifications.67  I key in on references to such “lessons,” consideration of 

past presidents’ actions, and terminology that demonstrates aspiration levels and 

anticipated regret of what an option’s disadvantages could entail.  Historical “lessons” 

can be measured through references to previous events presidents believe to be 

analogous or informative to the current situation.  Anticipated regret can be interpreted 

through references to implications that the president wanted to avoid or outcomes that 

he did not believe were worth the “cost.”  Statements like: “Y is not our job…,”  “We 

already accomplished our job, which was…,” “It is not worth…,” “X would be bad 

because…,” “We must watch out for…,” serve as key indicators of presidents’ aspiration 

levels and expected regret. 

The documents with this information can even be retrospective, meaning memoirs 

or other post operation reflection—if it captures the president’s thinking at the time of 

decision.  Since memoirs can sometimes reflect personal bias, I use accounts from other 

                                                      

66 Mahoney, James, and Dietrich Rueschemeyer. Comparative historical analysis in the social sciences. 

Cambridge University Press, 2003.  Bennett, Andrew. "Jeffrey Checkel, eds. 2015." Process Tracing in the Social 

Sciences: From Metaphor to Analytic Tool. 
67 Khong claims that process tracing, done well, will reveal analogies’ primary advocates, detractors, and 

their influence over the problem framing, its options, and the likelihood of selection.  See: Khong. Analogies 

at War, 1992.  
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administration officials, military generals, and secondary sources to make my approach 

more rigorous, as well as to verify assessments of the historical “lessons” at work and of 

the presidents’ anticipated regret.  Although not all the relevant information has yet been 

declassified and made available, substantial interviews and important primary and 

secondary source material is available.  Thus, it is possible to gain insights into how 

historical “lessons” and anticipated regret influenced presidents’ “sunk cost traps” 

decision making, compared to other factors, in the “shadow” of the Vietnam War.   

The next few paragraphs address how I will know: (1) what presidents’ 

aspiration levels were, and (2) if historical “lessons” influenced their thinking during the 

decision making, and if so, which ones.  The above paragraphs outlined the five 

common questions I will ask of each case and some of the ways in which I will know the 

strength of the evidence I find.  Under Question 3 – “What role did historical lessons and 

anticipated regret play?,” I outline below specific questions that will further guide my 

research.  The first batch relate to “Hypothesis 1” cases prior to 9/11 where presidents 

deescalated.  The second group relate to “Hypothesis 2” cases Post-9/11 where 

presidents escalated.  The answers to those questions will guide my examination of the 

cases.  They will help me objectively assess whether lessons—and which ones—shaped 

presidential decision making.  However, I start first by defining aspirational levels. 
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Aspiration levels are the “level of future performance in a task that an individual 

explicitly undertakes to reach.68”  Another source refers to them as the expected level of 

future achievement.69  Still other authors interpret “an aspiration level as an outcome that 

takes a special position in the decision process.  Subjects code outcomes above the aspiration 

level as successes and outcomes below the aspiration level as failures.70”  For presidents in 

“sunk cost traps,” their aspiration levels equate to the policy goals they expect and 

desire to achieve during an armed conflict.  Aspiration levels can change and become 

revealed over time, as occurred for Reagan following the Beirut bombings and the 

collapse of the Lebanese government.71  

                                                      

68 Weiner, B., 1995. Aspiration level. In: Manstead, A.S.R., Hewstone, M.(Eds.), The Blackwell Encyclopedia 

of Social Psychology. Blackwell, Oxford: 362. 
69 http://psychology.wikia.com/wiki/Aspiration_level.  
70 Diecidue, Enrico, and Jeroen Van De Ven. "Aspiration level, probability of success and failure, and 

expected utility*." International Economic Review 49, no. 2 (2008): 686. 
71 Notes on aspiration levels: (1) Specific aspiration levels cannot be determined with certainty ex ante (i.e. 

whether presidents will pursue regime change, attempt to delay a regime’s nuclear breakout by one year 

versus five, or pursue a diplomatic grand bargain).  (2) Minimum aspiration levels can be approximated ex 

ante based on knowing the dominant “lesson(s)” and anticipated regret (fear) influencing presidents.  (E.g. 

A president has made it clear that he wants to avoid unnecessary overseas entanglements.  So, apart from an 

intervening variable like a 9/11 shock, you know that avoiding a quagmire is the dominant lesson shaping 

his intervention approach.  Thus, if faced with a situation in which he must choose between doubling down 

in an attempt to accomplish all his stated goals, or claiming what victory he can and cutting losses, you can 

surmise that he will choose the latter.  For instance, he might forego a clear military defeat of U.S./partner 

nation enemies and a regional diplomatic deal, settling for a minimum aspiration level of political 

reconciliation between warring parties, like what Ambassador Khalilzad is seeking in Afghanistan as of this 

writing in 2019.)  (3) If the dominant “lesson” emphasizes deescalation, presidents will claim a partial 

achievement related to their stated objectives, while ignoring or dismissing the others due to changed 

circumstances (i.e. settle for a minimum aspiration level).  (4) If the dominant “lesson” emphasizes 

escalation, presidents will pursue all their stated aims or focus on the most important national interests 

given how difficult the intervention has proven to be.  (5) If the dominant “lessons” emphasize a hybrid 

strategy choice, presidents will implement a hybrid approach to balance the competing escalatory and 

http://psychology.wikia.com/wiki/Aspiration_level
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Regarding aspiration levels, I will consider the aims outlined in presidents’ 

public speeches as their aspiration levels when those are consistent with what was stated 

in presidential directives or other government memorandums.  When the latter differs 

from the former, I will distinguish between the two.  I will look for public records before 

the decisions of interest to indicate what the presidents’ initial aspiration levels were. 

 Then, if what they accepted is much different, I will look at how they and their cabinet 

explained it at the time or later in memoirs, speeches, and interviews.  I will see if they 

avoided it in their memoirs, or if the explanation is complicated or convoluted. 

 Regardless, I will assess what the answer tells us and what that indicates about the 

presidents’ acceptable aspiration levels (policy goals), how they changed over time, and 

why.   

                                                      

 

deescalatory pressures.  Their minimum aspiration level will eventually entail claiming a partial 

achievement related to their stated objectives as a “victory,” while ignoring or dismissing the others due to 

changed circumstances.  [See:  Johnson, Dominic DP, and Dominic Tierney. Failing to win. Harvard 

University Press, 2006: 289-98.  Brooks, David C. "Cutting Losses: Ending Limited Interventions." Parameters 

43, no. 3 (2013): 99.  Tierney, Dominic. "The Right Way to Lose a War: America in an Age of Unwinnable 

Conflicts." (2015).]  (6) Dominant “lessons” can be determined ahead of the sunk cost dilemma.  They come 

out of the nation’s most recent and traumatic war “lesson.”  The president’s personal and formative 

experiences with that relevant history determine exactly what “lesson” he draws and how he applies it in 

the contemporary context.  This is important because there are often multiple “lessons” that could be 

gleaned, as well as different interpretations of those “lessons.”  (7) To be a dominant “lesson” means that it 

was more influential than others in shaping the president’s basic strategy toward either deescalation or 

escalation.  (8) Conflicting “lessons” can be drawn from the same conflict or attack.  The ones chosen depend 

on the interpreter’s judgment, personal history, and other formative experiences. 
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Regarding historical “lessons,” I will see whether there is a connection between 

the historical “lessons” on presidents’ minds and their “anticipated regret.”  To 

determine this for Hypothesis 1 cases, I will look for the following regarding Vietnam 

War “lessons.”  Did presidents who believed the Vietnam War “lesson” to let sunk costs 

be “sunk,” believe that attempting to escalate out of their “sunk cost trap” would turn 

into even more of a quagmire?  Did presidents preoccupied with the Vietnam War 

“lesson” to ensure a fast, decisive exit also believe that escalation would turn out poorly?  

Did presidents who believed the Vietnam War “lesson” that the United States must win 

its wars believe that deescalation out of their “sunk cost trap” would result in a major 

loss of U.S. prestige and failure to accomplish important objectives?  Did presidents 

determined to limit the duration of American military commitment do so based on the 

Vietnam War “lesson” that continued escalations would result in a greater quagmire?72  

In general, the closer the answers to these questions are to a definitive “yes,” the 

stronger the support for my theoretical argument.  Yet this combination of questions 

also allows for the possibility that Vietnam-era lessons may continue to prove important 

to presidents after 9/11.   

                                                      

72 VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster: A New History of America's Descent into Vietnam. Harpers Collins, 

New York, 2019: 297-299. 
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In Hypothesis 2 cases, I will look for the following regarding other conflicts’ 

“lessons.”  Did presidents who believed the Lebanon “lesson” that reelection is possible 

after a “loss” believe that escalation would turn out poorly, and that a “win” was not 

possible—or not worth the cost?  Did presidents who believed that peripheral wars were 

more important in the Post-Cold War era also believe that escalation would turn out 

poorly, or not be worth the tradeoffs?  Did presidents preoccupied with the Gulf War’s 

“shadow” that the United States is better at conventional than asymmetrical fights 

believe that escalation would turn out poorly, and that achieving policy aims was not 

possible or would not be worth the cost?  Did presidents preoccupied with the 9/11 

“lesson” to hunt terrorists proactively believe that deescalation would lead to America 

suffering another massive terrorist attack?  Did presidents preoccupied with the Iraq 

War “lesson” to conduct a counterinsurgency to achieve policy aims in contemporary 

conflicts believe that deescalation would preclude attainment of policy aims and result 

in another massive terrorist attack against the homeland?  In general, the closer the 

answers to these last couple 9/11 and Iraq War questions are to a definitive “yes,” the 

stronger the support for my theoretical argument.   

I will know if “lessons” were relevant if key actors (advisers, opposition leaders, 

and the president himself) studied them or mentioned them in discussion during the 

decision making period.  I will know if a “lesson” was dominant by first assessing its 
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salience to key actors (advisers and the president) during pivotal moments of the 

decision making process compared to other lessons.  The second determinant will be 

whether the president’s decision aligned with the lesson.73  I will assess whether the 

relevant/dominant “lesson(s)” influenced the presidents’ “anticipated regret,” causing 

him to opt for an alternative strategy.   

Finally, public justifications can be spun in ways that may not truly reflect the 

factors most important to the internal deliberations that actually shaped presidents’ 

decision making.  Thus, just as I look for consistency of aspiration levels over time, I will 

look for consistency between private decision rationale and public justifications.  Khong 

suggests that we might expect there to be consistency.  He writes that, “What is used in 

public to justify is also usually used in private to analyze.74”  The greater the consistency 

between the president and his advisors’ rhetoric, in private and public, before and after 

the decision, the greater assurance one can have of a president’s rationale.  When there 

appears to be inconsistencies across these factors, I will make supported judgments as to 

what were the most important factors and why, as well as to why presidents cast public 

justifications in a different light. 

                                                      

73 Khong, Yuen Foong. Analogies at War, 1992: 63-64. 
74 Khong, Yuen Foong. Analogies at War, 1992: 260. 
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This research design does not allow for a conclusive test of the theory.  But I am 

able to show the plausibility of the theory and also show how this lens brings into focus 

important aspects of the individual cases as well as a pattern that cuts across all the cases.75  

Hypothesis 1 is pertinent for the first two case studies on Lebanon and Somalia.  

Hypothesis 2 is germane for the last two case studies on the Iraq and Afghan Wars.  The 

hypotheses and my structured, focused comparison of the case studies provide insights 

into this under studied topic of presidential decisions to change military intervention 

policy mid-course.   

I start each chapter with a case summary and laying out the president’s aspiration 

levels.  I then lay out the sunk costs faced, and the president’s recognition that he was at a 

major policy juncture [my first question from above].  Next, I show the feasible options the 

president and his team considered, and the strategy choice he made [my second question].  

I then detail the historical “lessons” the president drew on and the resultant anticipated 

regret he had [my third question].  I close this section by assessing how well the case study 

aligns with my theoretical framework.  In doing so, I demonstrate the extent to which any 

“lessons” and related anticipation of regret was on the president’s mind at critical 

junctures.  I also show whether the decision implemented was consistent with that 

                                                      

75 For all but the Persian Gulf War chapter (to be added for the book project), the relevant theoretical 

expectation deals with a “sunk cost trap.”  During the Persian Gulf War, the president faced a “sunk cost 

opportunity,” a chance to leverage unexpected success to increase war aims.   
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“lesson.”  Together, these are the two factors necessary for effective process tracing.76  

After that, I examine the alternative explanations for why the president made the decision 

he did [my fourth question].  Last, I compare the way in which private rationale differed, 

if at all, with the public justifications for the decision [my fifth question].     

Theoretical Expectations:  Hybrid Strategies 

In “sunk cost traps,” the anticipated regret framework suggests that presidents will 

choose the least bad option.  They will escalate or deescalate based upon what they expect 

they will least regret later.  But presidents can also continue the status quo or implement a 

hybrid approach that combines elements of deescalation and escalation.  So far, I have 

characterized presidential responses as primarily one of the two basic strategies of 

deescalation or escalation.  That is useful for understanding the overall trends in the 

“shadow” of the Vietnam War.  However, presidents’ strategies are not always simply a 

deescalation or an escalation.  Throughout the case study chapters, in addition to the two 

fundamental strategies of change (deescalation and escalation), I acknowledge that the 

status quo and hybrid approaches were also options.   

In fact, in some “sunk cost traps,” hybrid strategies may be how American 

presidents deal with sunk costs in Vietnam’s “shadow.”  Multiple lessons’ influence may 

cause presidents to expect substantial regret whether they escalate or deescalate.  They can 

                                                      

76 Khong, Yuen Foong. Analogies at War, 1992: 64. 
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utilize a combination of escalation and deescalation, over time or across 

political/diplomatic and military tools to address the conflicting pressures.  Conceptually, 

in the near-term, the escalation component allows presidents to deal with the pressures to 

accomplish the commitments previously made, or their potential proximity to policy 

attainment.77  It also demonstrates presidential resolve, consonant with the literature’s 

focus on justification of previous decisions.78 

In the mid-term, the deescalation component allows presidents to cut losses 

(sunk cost traps), or to bring the troops home while things are still going well (“sunk 

cost opportunities”).79  This facilitates prioritization of national resources to other 

endeavors, consistent with the remainder of their own domestic and foreign policy 

agendas, and addresses war opponents’ concerns.  Finally, simultaneous, rhetorical 

                                                      

77 Sleesman, Dustin J., Donald E. Conlon, Gerry McNamara, and Jonathan E. Miles. "Cleaning up the big 

muddy,” (2012). 
78 Northcraft, Gregory B., and Margaret A. Neale. "Opportunity costs and the framing of resource allocation 

decisions." Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 37, no. 3 (1986): 349. 
79 A subsequent book project will explore a “sunk cost opportunity” (the Persian Gulf War) and 

compare/contrast it with the “sunk cost traps” on which this dissertation focuses. For a discussion of 

escalating, while simultaneously talking to the enemy and to the U.S. public, see: Tierney, Dominic. The 

Right Way to Lose a War: America in an Age of Unwinnable Conflicts. (2015). The purpose of talking to the 

American public is to remind them of what has been accomplished and to specify the way forward while 

cutting losses in the mid-term. 



 

 

115 

emphasis of U.S. accomplishments enables presidents to withdraw from a stalemate or 

failing operation (sunk cost trap) while still claiming victory.80   

This combination approach recognizes that these are especially fraught decisions 

for presidents.  When faced with such difficult decisions, presidents often try especially 

hard to have it both ways.  Presidents will try to add a dash of deescalation to a decision 

that is basically an escalation.  The Afghanistan surge combined with a time limit is an 

example here.  Presidents may add a dash of escalation to a decision that is basically a 

deescalation.  The initial escalation to support a safe and orderly transition to the UN as 

American forces departed Somalia is an example of this kind.  Even in the cleanest 

choice, like the departure from Lebanon or the Iraq surge, presidents will still invoke 

some rhetoric meant to show they are sensitive to the downsides.  When withdrawing 

marines from Lebanon, Reagan framed the policy pivot as a “redeployment” and as a 

series of “decisive new steps” rather than as a “withdrawal,” because that might signal a 

failure to achieve U.S. goals.81  When escalating in Iraq, Bush talked about shifting as 

quickly as possible back to a strategy of transitioning security responsibilities to Iraqi 

                                                      

80 Johnson, Dominic DP, and Dominic Tierney. Failing to win. Harvard University Press, 2006: 289-98.  

Brooks, David C. "Cutting Losses: Ending Limited Interventions." Parameters 43, no. 3 (2013): 99. Tierney, 

Dominic. The Right Way to Lose a War: America in an Age of Unwinnable Conflicts. (2015). 
81 "Statement on the Situation in Lebanon," February 7, 1984. Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, 

The American Presidency Project. Accessed April 30, 2016, available at: 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=39433.   

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=39433
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forces as quickly as possible.  Bush indicated that the surge was a bridge until the United 

States could return to that strategy.82 

Conclusion 

My thesis is that historical “lessons” activate presidents’ anticipated regret of a 

particular option’s potential pitfalls, thus making another basic strategy—either 

deescalation or escalation—more attractive in response to “sunk cost traps” in the 

“shadow” of Vietnam.  Shifting salience of these “lessons” has contributed in this way to 

two general trends of presidential strategies across five of the most significant Post-

Vietnam War “sunk cost traps.”  I argue that the “lessons” of the Vietnam War were 

most salient during major war policy pivot decisions prior to 9/11.  Elements of 

Vietnam’s “lessons” regarding sunk costs being sunk, against incremental escalation, 

and in favor of massive force and clean exits before the operation becomes a quagmire 

were relatively more important during presidential decisions prior to 9/11.  This caused 

presidents to most associate regret with escalation and its potential downsides, creating 

strong deescalatory pressures during “sunk cost traps.”   

After 9/11 and the failed stabilization effort in Iraq suggested new “lessons” were 

then more applicable, escalation replaced deescalation as the favored approach for 

                                                      

82 Feaver, Peter D. "The right to be right: Civil-military relations and the Iraq surge decision." International 

Security 35, no. 4 (2011): 87, 99. 
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handling “sunk cost traps.”  This was because the new “lessons” emphasized the ability 

to achieve their aspiration levels (policy objectives) only through escalation that 

involved robust ground forces and a counterinsurgency strategy.  Moreover, after 

September 11, 2001 presidents were fearful of having another 9/11 on their watch.  They 

believed another such attack was possible if terrorism was addressed as it formerly was, 

as a crime requiring police action rather than through a war of counterinsurgency.  

Hence, presidents most associated regret with deescalation, making escalation relatively 

more attractive—despite the challenges it brought.  When presidents expected 

substantial regret of both options, they usually adopted a hybrid approach, attempting 

to charter a middle ground that mitigated both types of regret. 

The following four chapters utilize my theoretical framework and five case study 

questions to conduct a focused, structured comparison of hard-to-win mid-course policy 

pivots in Lebanon, Somalia, Iraq, and Afghanistan.  These chapters explain the details of 

the “sunk cost traps” faced in each of the four situations, the presidents’ options, and 

how the historical “lesson(s)” most salient to them influenced their anticipated regret 

and ultimate decision.  In them I also delineate case specific caveats and make my case 

as to why these factors generally appeared to be the most influential.  Finally, in the 

conclusion I compare the cases to assess commonalities, differences, emerging lessons, 
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and policy prescriptions.  By so doing I contribute to understanding of presidential 

“sunk cost trap” decisions in the “shadow” of the Vietnam War.      
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Chapter 3:  Lebanon (1983-1984) Vietnam Ghosts and 
Anticipated Regret: The Indirect Approach  

Introduction 

In the theory chapter I laid out two hypotheses to advance my argument about 

presidential decision making in those situations where much investment had been made 

but military interventions were not going well (“sunk cost traps”).  Hypothesis 1 is the 

“Avoid a Quagmire” hypothesis and applies to this case because it pertains to the period 

from the end of the Vietnam War to 9/11.  It postulates that in sunk cost traps in this 

period salient historical “lessons” influenced presidents’ deescalation decisions, having 

“taught” them that success in a lengthy war via incremental escalation was doubtful and 

likely to be regrettable.  Applying my theory to the 1982-1984 U.S. military intervention 

in Lebanon leads to a case specific hypothesis about the impact of Vietnam War lessons 

on President Ronald Reagan’s withdrawal decision.  That hypothesis is that historical 

“lessons” from the Vietnam War caused President Ronald Reagan to deescalate on 

February 7, 1984 because he anticipated regretting the ramifications of the status quo 

and of an escalation strategy.  That is, Reagan expected that outcomes would be worse if 

he followed either of those polices than if he withdrew.  Taken even further, the 

hypothesis would argue that these lessons and anticipated regret drove Reagan’s policy 
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change decision more so than other factors like bureaucratic, domestic, or international 

politics.   

If this case specific hypothesis is true, we should see frequent references to 

Vietnam and its lessons, as well as applications of those lessons to Lebanon in 

administration documents during the decision-making period.1  We should see the same 

in memoirs, oral histories, and possibly in secondary accounts.  We should see 

indications that Reagan and his advisers anticipated regretting the implications of status 

quo or escalation efforts, and instead found deescalation more favorable.  Words that 

indicate general concern, specific regret, or a search for new political, diplomatic, or 

military policy options would signal anticipation of regret.  So too would the context of 

deliberations, such as particular options and tradeoffs discussed to the exclusion of 

others, and risks mentioned that needed to be mitigated.     

Bureaucratic, domestic, and international politics all reveal factors leading to 

anticipated regret of the status quo or escalation following the October 1983 marine 

barracks bombing and subsequent investigations.  A divided cabinet and a more 

assertive Congress combined with the bleak Lebanese political and security outlook to 

increase the costs of the status quo or escalation.  Their confluence demonstrated that the 

                                                      

1 These are the criteria for assessing analogies’ impact as laid out in:  Khong, Yuen Foong. Analogies at War: 

Korea, Munich, Dien Bien Phu, and the Vietnam Decisions of 1965. Princeton University Press, 1992: 64-65. 
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prospects for success, arguably low to begin with, had rapidly diminished and that a 

change was necessary.  Moreover, there was no immediate “silver bullet” apparent to 

Reagan or his advisors.2  So, the costs of status quo or escalation efforts rose at a time 

when Reagan and his advisors were already experiencing a decreased appetite for 

continuing the operation in its current form.3  Together, this made a “redeployment” of 

marines offshore the favored course—a move that in implementation amounted to a 

withdrawal. 

Reagan’s autobiography indicates that rising costs and Vietnam lessons caused 

him to have a strong anticipated regret of continuing the U.S. portion of the 

Multinational Force (MNF) in its current form, or with an infusion of more marines.4  I 

only found evidence of his anticipated regret expressed after the decision, not before. His 

advisers, on the other hand, did record their anticipated regret when considering 

options, Pentagon and congressional opposition, and poll numbers.5  Their regret was 

not demonstrated in buzz words as suggested above, but in the options provided (only 

variations of deescalation), and in the tradeoffs mentioned (how to address 

                                                      

2 The preceding sentences draw from:  McFarlane, Robert C. "with Zofia Smardz." Special Trust (1994): 272-

73.   
3 Reagan, Ronald. An American Life: The Autobiography. Simon and Schuster, 1990: 465.  Cannon, Lou. 

President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1991: 445. 
4 Reagan, Ronald. An American Life: The Autobiography. Simon and Schuster, 1990: 466. 
5 Rabinovich, Itamar. The War for Lebanon, 1970-1985. Cornell University Press, 1985: 185-86.  Cannon, Lou. 

President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1991: 445. 
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congressional opposition effectively).6  Furthermore, their anticipated regret was not 

based solely on Vietnam’s lessons’ direct impact, but was indirectly linked to the 

underlying influence Vietnam had on Congress and the American people.   

The decision period extended from the late December 1983 release of the Long 

Commission report about the Beirut Barracks bombing of that October to the Lebanese 

government’s collapse in early February 1984.  This is when Reagan had to decide 

whether to change his intervention policy.  Reagan’s team presented him with options 

that varied primarily in how much deescalation they entailed, and how fast the exodus 

would occur.  An alternative was to attempt to make the status quo more tenable by a 

“legislative strategy” that tried to convince Congress of Lebanon’s importance to 

America.7  

Viewed through my theoretical lens, the primary factors weighing on Reagan’s 

decision should have been traumatically learned lessons and his anticipated regret of 

what those lessons portended for different courses’ outcomes in Lebanon.  My theory 

expects that Reagan would deescalate due to these factors.  Indirectly, he did.  However, 

administration documents do not prove that the ‘avoid a quagmire’ Vietnam-era lesson 

                                                      

6 Memo, “MNF Options for the President” January/February 1984 [No specific date], Lebanon–MNF 

(Multinational Force) 1984 (2) folder, box 91136, Near East and South Asia Affairs Directorate: Records, 

Reagan Library. 
7 Memo, “MNF Options for the President” Jan./Feb. 1984 [No specific date], Lebanon–MNF (Multinational 

Force) 1984 (2) folder, box 91136, Near East and South Asia Affairs Directorate: Records, Reagan Library. 
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was on Reagan’s mind while deciding.  Yet evidence that came out after the intervention 

confirms that Vietnam War lessons were central to Reagan’s advisors during critical 

junctures of the decision making—later codified in the Weinberger Doctrine.8  This 

decision is in line with my theoretical expectations.  And Reagan himself indicated in his 

memoirs that he had a strong anticipation of regret of the status quo or an escalation due 

to Vietnam War lessons.9  Thus, this case offers moderate support for my theory.  Next is 

a case summary outlining Reagan’s aspiration levels, or aims, and key administration 

debates.  The chapter proceeds with my five common case study questions and a 

conclusion. 

Case Summary 

President Reagan’s military involvement in Lebanon began a few months after 

Israel’s 1982 invasion of Lebanon to clear out Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) 

terrorists.10  Concerned that continued conflict would lead to greater Soviet presence in 

the Middle East, Reagan deployed marines with French, British, and Italian troops in 

what became Multinational Force I (MNF I) on August 1, 1982.  Their purpose was to 

                                                      

8 Weinberger, Caspar.  “The Uses of Military Power,” November 28, 1984. 
9 Reagan, Ronald. An American Life: The Autobiography. Simon and Schuster, 1990: 466. See also pgs: 461-467.   
10 “1982: Israeli Ambassador Shot in London,” June 3, 1982, BBC, accessed June 11, 2016, at: 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/onthisday/hi/dates/stories/june/3/newsid_2496000/2496109.stm. Rabinovich, Itamar. 

The War for Lebanon, 1970-1985. Cornell University Press, 1985: 132-143.  Schiff, Ze'ev, and Ehud Ya'Ari. 

Israel's Lebanon War. Simon and Schuster, 1985: 59-60.  Boykin, John. Cursed is the peacemaker: The American 

diplomat versus the Israeli general, Beirut 1982. Applegate Press, 2002: 226-27, 231, 234, 313-15, 322-23. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/onthisday/hi/dates/stories/june/3/newsid_2496000/2496109.stm
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diffuse tensions and evacuate the PLO fighters from Beirut.11  After securing the 

withdrawal of 15,000 fighters12 from Beirut by September 1, Reagan announced his 

Middle East peace policy the same day.  It was an ambitious policy that called for a new 

home for the Palestinian people and staked out general U.S. stances on a path toward 

peace.13  MNF I withdrew soon thereafter, on September 10.  Stability did not last long.  

Syrian agents assassinated the Christian President–elect, Bashir Gemayel, on September 

14.  Bashir was to fill the presidential position which was reserved for a representative 

from the Christian community under Lebanon’s confessional politics system.  Bashir’s 

premature death lead to his brother Amine’s election a week later.  Taking advantage of 

the situation, Israel occupied West Beirut, stating a need to restore order and prevent 

further unrest.14  

On September 18, the Israeli Defense Force (IDF) facilitated Gemayel-linked 

Phalangist militias entrance of the Sabra and Shatila refugee camps and tacitly approved 

                                                      

11 Richard Haass describes the American involvement in the evacuation of PLO fighters from Beirut in the 

following way.  “The United States was willing to participate in the withdrawal, less as a favor to the PLO 

than as a means of eliminating the PLO’s military presence in Beirut.”  See: Haass, Richard. Intervention: The 

use of American military force in the post-Cold War world. Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 1999: 

23. 
12 Some evacuees were actually Syrian and Palestinian Liberation Army (PLA) fighters.  Boykin, John. Cursed 

is the peacemaker, 2002: 258-63.  DOD “Mickey’s” Secret Database of War Costs, unclassified material, Joint 

History Office, OCJCS, retrieved May 10, 2010. “Retreat from Beirut,” Season 3, Episode 6, Frontline, PBS, 

Feb. 26, 1985. 
13 President Ronald Reagan, Address to the Nation on United States Policy for Peace in the Middle East, September 

1, 1982, at: https://reaganlibrary.archives.gov/archives/speeches/1982/90182d.htm, accessed March 10, 2016. 
14 Boykin, John. Cursed is the peacemaker. Applegate Press, 2002: 271. 

https://reaganlibrary.archives.gov/archives/speeches/1982/90182d.htm
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their killing of any remaining PLO “terrorists” that had not evacuated.15  The result was 

a massacre of between 80016 to 3,500 civilians, including women and children.17  The 

militiamen who carried out this atrocity believed they were exacting revenge on Muslim 

Palestinians for assassinating Gemayel.  A Phalangist involved in the massacres 

expressed their view that “‘Pregnant women will give birth to terrorists; the children 

when they grow up will be terrorists,’” so all were “fair game.18”   

Following the ensuing international outcry, Reagan sent marines back in to 

address U.S. credibility and regional security concerns in light of the Cold War,19 and to 

provide the future safeguarding of Palestinians that the administration had thus far 

promised and failed to deliver.20  His objectives were the withdrawal of all foreign 

armies (Syrian, IDF, and Palestinian) and the strengthening of the Lebanese government 

                                                      

15 Friedman, Thomas L. From Beirut to Jerusalem. Macmillan, 1989. 
16 Anziska, Seth. “A Preventable Massacre,” New York Times,  September 16, 2012, accessed February 18, 

2016, at: http://www.nytimes.com/2012/09/17/opinion/a-preventable-massacre.html.  
17 Friedman, Thomas L. From Beirut to Jerusalem. Macmillan, 1989.  Institute for Middle East Understanding 

(IMEU). “Sabra and Shatila Massacres,” IMEU, September 17, 2012, accessed on February 19, 2016, At: 

http://imeu.org/article/the-sabra-shatila-massacre.  
18 Fisk, Robert. Pity the nation: The abduction of Lebanon. NY: Atheneum, 1990: 359 in Boykin, John. Cursed is 

the peacemaker: The American diplomat versus the Israeli general, Beirut 1982. Applegate Press, 2002: 269. 
19 President Ronald Reagan, “Address to the Nation on Events in Lebanon and Grenada,” October 27, 1983, 

available at: https://reaganlibrary.archives.gov/archives/speeches/1983/102783b.htm, accessed April 14, 2016. 
20 “Retreat from Beirut,” Season 3, Episode 6, Frontline, PBS, February 26, 1985. Brands, Hal. Making the 

Unipolar Moment: U.S. Foreign Policy and the Rise of the Post-Cold War Order. Cornell University Press, 2016: 

245. Richard Haass described the purpose as “less a considered policy decision than an impulse to ‘do 

something’ to demonstrate U.S. concern (and to assuage American guilt) over what had taken place in the 

refugee camps despite U.S. promises that Palestinians would be safe after the PLO’s departure.” Haass, 

Richard. Intervention: The use of American military force in the post-Cold War world. Carnegie Endowment for 

International Peace, 1999: 24. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/09/17/opinion/a-preventable-massacre.html
http://imeu.org/article/the-sabra-shatila-massacre
https://reaganlibrary.archives.gov/archives/speeches/1983/102783b.htm
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so it could control its own territory.21  The marines’ mission was envisioned primarily as 

a “presence mission” to keep the peace and prevent further atrocities,22 but consistent 

with the aims laid out in National Security Decision Directive (NSDD) 64, it would also 

involve training of the LAF.  The forces of MNF II were to be neutral peacekeepers, so 

their rules of engagement (ROE) were initially restrictive, focused on self-defense rather 

than proactive offensive measures.  The precise goals that the Marine contingent was to 

accomplish, the period that they were to be in Lebanon—generally thought to be 60 

days—and the exit criteria, were not well defined.23   

As domestic opposition intensified throughout fall 1983, and as Congress, the 

media, and the public utilized Vietnam analogies to describe the marines’ plight in 

Lebanon, Reagan sought to clarify the mission.24  Speaking four days after the bombing of 

                                                      

21 Reagan, Ronald. NSDD 64: Next Steps in Lebanon, Washington, D.C.: NSC, October 28, 1982.   
22 Former Middle East Envoy for Lebanon and National Security Advisor Robert (“Bud”) McFarlane 

characterized the operation in those terms during a phone interview with the author, April 4, 2016.  Dept of 

State, “Papers for Interagency Steering Group on Lebanon,” October 6, 1982.  See also: Rear Admiral 

Jonathan Howe, Director of the State Department’s Bureau of Political-Military Affairs.  Statement before the 

HASC, November 2, 1983, Committee on Armed Svcs, House, 98th Cong., First Session, Review of Adequacy 

of Security Arrangements for Marines in Lebanon and Plans for Improving that Security, HASC No. 98-58, 

GPO 1985, 96.   
23 John H. Kelly, "Lebanon: 1982-1984," in Azrael, Jeremy R. and Emil A. Payin. U.S. and Russian Policymaking 

with Respect to the Use of Force. Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 1996, accessed April 13, 2016, 

at: http://www.rand.org/pubs/conf_proceedings/CF129/CF-129-chapter6.html.  “Sen. Sam Nunn, D-Ga., said 

Saturday U.S. Marines are…,” UPI, September 17, 1983, accessed April 13, 2016, available at: 

http://www.upi.com/Archives/1983/09/17/Sen-Sam-Nunn-D-Ga-said-Saturday-US-Marines-

are/9156432619200/. 
24 Statutory Authorization Under the War Powers Resolution - Lebanon: Hearing and Markup Before the Committee 

on Foreign Affairs, House of Representatives, Ninety-eighth Congress, First Session (Washington, 1983): p. 59.  

Anthony Lewis, “Quagmire, Here We Come,” New York Times, September 22, 1983, accessed April 14, 2016, 

http://www.rand.org/pubs/conf_proceedings/CF129/CF-129-chapter6.html
http://www.upi.com/Archives/1983/09/17/Sen-Sam-Nunn-D-Ga-said-Saturday-US-Marines-are/9156432619200/
http://www.upi.com/Archives/1983/09/17/Sen-Sam-Nunn-D-Ga-said-Saturday-US-Marines-are/9156432619200/
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the marine barracks at the Beirut International Airport (BIA) and two days after the 

Grenada invasion, Reagan argued that MNF II was attacked by terrorists precisely because 

it was making a difference and accomplishing its mission.  He explained the goals in 

Lebanon as linked to U.S. foreign policy for the region more broadly.  “Beyond our 

progress in Lebanon, let us remember that our main goal and purpose is to achieve a 

broader peace in all of the Middle East. … If terrorism and intimidation succeed, it'll be a 

devastating blow to the peace process … Can the United States, or the free world, for that 

matter, stand by and see the Middle East incorporated into the Soviet bloc?25”   

Reagan’s statement revealed the two ultimate purposes behind MNF II.  The first 

was to facilitate greater Arab-Israeli peace accords.26  The second was to further American 

interests in the Middle East at the Soviets’ expense, or just block greater Soviet influence in 

                                                      

 

available at: http://www.nytimes.com/1983/09/22/opinion/abroad-at-home-quagmire-here-we-come.html.  

Hedrick Smith, “A President Under Siege,” New York Times, October 25, 1983, accessed March 29, 2016, 

available at: http://www.nytimes.com/1983/10/25/world/a-president-under-siege.html.  Gallup 
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USGALLUP.102483.R2. Cornell University, Ithaca, NY: Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, iPOLL 

[distributor], accessed March 28, 2016: 

https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/CFIDE/cf/action/ipoll/questionDetail.cfm?keyword=lebanon%20AND%20%2

0vietnam&keywordoptions=1&exclude=&excludeOptions=1&topic=Any&organization=Any&label=&fromd

ate=1/1/1983&toDate=12/31/1984&stitle=&sponsor=&studydate=01-JAN-

34&sample=1513&qstn_list=&qstnid=140912&qa_list=&qstn_id4=140912&study_list=&lastSearchId=3176710

50947&archno=&keywordDisplay=. 
25 President Ronald Reagan, “Address to the Nation on Events in Lebanon and Grenada,” October 27, 1983, 
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the Middle East.27  Regarding the first goal, Reagan wanted to build on the Camp David 

Accords and the recent departure of Israel’s last troops from the Sinai Peninsula in April 

1982.  Reagan and Secretary of State George Shultz sought to capitalize on a “golden 

opportunity” for a “comprehensive peace” between Israelis and Palestinians that would 

be “a long-term settlement of the region’s problems.28”  Reagan also wanted MNF II to 

give Lebanon a chance for stability and autonomy by facilitating an end to Lebanon’s civil 

war and evacuation of the Israeli army as well as the Syrian military and its 7,000 Soviet 

advisors.29   

                                                      

27 For both objectives, see also: Document 383: Statement by Secretary of State Shultz to Congress, American 

Foreign Policy Current Documents, Washington: Dept. of State, October 24, 1983: 791-794.  Memo, “Progress 

on Peace in the Middle East,” Summer or Fall 1983 [No specific date], [Progress on Peace for the Middle East 

– Undated Paper] folder, box 2, Poindexter, John: Files, Ronald Reagan Library, p. 1.  Also: Reagan, Ronald. 

An American Life: The Autobiography. Simon and Schuster, 1990: 431.  Advisors also characterized Reagan’s 

goals in a similar vein.  Former Middle East Envoy for Lebanon and National Security Advisor Robert 

(“Bud”) McFarlane indicated during a phone interview with the author, April 4, 2016, that influence relative 

to that of the Soviets formed the backdrop for Reagan’s considerations regarding the formulation of his 

Lebanon policy.  For a Lebanese perspective on Reagan’s aims and the value of Lebanon to the United 

States, see:  PBS Frontline Interview: Hisham Melhem, accessed April 20, 2016: 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/target/interviews/melhem.html. Anziska, Seth.  Reagan’s 

Cold War in the Middle East: Israel, the Palestinians, and the Limits of Lebanon, 1981-1984, Columbia University, 

Manuscript: Cold War Essay Contest, 2014: 22. 
28 Reagan, Ronald. An American Life: The Autobiography. Simon and Schuster, 1990: 430, 432. In late January 

1984, U.S. Middle East Envoy Donald Rumsfeld expressed the president’s aspiration levels this way to 

Jordanian King Hussein bin Talal.  President Reagan "continues to attach importance to broader peace 

process despite our [local U.S. diplomats'] focus on Lebanon.” Cable, Rumsfeld to Shultz, January 29, 1984 

(1631Z), Rumsfeld Middle East Mission (January 1984-February 1984) (1)-(5) folder, box 46, Executive 

Secretariat, NSC: Records: Country File, Reagan Library: 3. Also: Memo, “Progress on Peace in the Middle 

East,” Summer or Fall 1983 [No specific date], [Progress on Peace for the Middle East – Undated Paper] 

folder, box 2, Poindexter, John: Files, Reagan Library: 1.  Shultz, George P. Turmoil and Triumph: My Years as 

Secretary of State. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1993: 232. 
29 Reagan, Ronald. An American Life: The Autobiography. Simon and Schuster, 1990: 430. The Syrian force had 

originally entered Lebanon in 1976 by invitation, but had overstayed its welcome and utilized its presence to 
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MNF I and the first portion of MNF II were especially heavy on diplomatic 

efforts.  Diplomacy during MNF I proved transient in nature in that it was focused on 

PLO evacuation—a huge international achievement, but a one-time event that soon 

required additional intervention.  MNF II was characterized by continued efforts at 

stabilization through diplomacy, as labeled in Figure A.1.  During both periods, Reagan 

pursued his aspirational levels mainly through diplomacy.  Ambassador Philip Habib 

worked assiduously as the U.S. Middle East Envoy to affect the PLO’s evacuation and 

the subsequent May 17 agreement (discussed more below).  In doing so he sought 

Reagan’s regional objectives by relying on negotiations, the marine presence, informal 

understandings between sides, and perception of MNF I as a neutral party.30    

Two important events marked the spring of 1983.  The first was a vehicle bomb—

something that would become very familiar during the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq 

after 9/11.  On April 18, a truck bomb exploded at the U.S. Embassy in Beirut, killing 63 

people, including 17 Americans and the top U.S. Middle East expert in the Central 

                                                      

 

coerce its smaller neighbor.  Later its military began outright shelling of the LAF and portions of Beirut.  

This became a big problem in the late summer and fall of 1983.  It also precipitated McFarlane’s advice to 

Reagan to respond on behalf of the LAF with greater firepower than it could muster on its own.  America 

used the USS New Jersey to fire on Syrian and Druze positions in response to their shellings.  Also, see: 

Ronald Reagan. "Radio Address to the Nation on the Situation in Lebanon," December 10, 1983. Online by 

Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project. Accessed April 14, 2016, available at: 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=40852. 
30 Boykin, John. Cursed is the peacemaker. Applegate Press, 2002: 283. 
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Intelligence Agency, Robert Ames.31  The Islamic Jihad terrorist group conducted the 

bombing aiming to rid Lebanon of foreign occupiers.32   Reagan’s response, far from 

retaliation and in an effort at peace, was to announce the May 17 Agreement.  Although 

it called for a simultaneous withdrawal of both Syrian and Israeli forces,33 Syrian 

President Hafez Al-Assad immediately denounced it.34   

Then in September 1983, Israeli forces unilaterally withdrew from the Shouf 

Mountains.  This removed their security forces from a strategic area that overlooked the 

Beirut International Airport and undercut the simultaneous withdrawal called for by the 

May 17 Agreement.  The result was a power vacuum filled by Druze militiamen.35  After 

increased Druze attacks against the low-lying areas of the capital near the Shouf and BIA 

where the marines were based, the United States changed tactics.  Reagan ordered the 

USS New Jersey to move off shore and to fire on Druze positions in the mountains.  This 

move marked the end of the period of stabilization through diplomacy, the loss of 

                                                      

31 Naftali, Tim. Blind spot: The secret history of American counterterrorism. Basic Books, 2009: 135. Weinberger, 

Caspar W. Fighting for Peace: Seven Critical Years in the Pentagon. New York, New York: Warner Books, 1990: 

154. 
32 Jennings, Peter. “ABC Nightly News,” April 18, 1983, accessed October 8, 2018, available at: 
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33 “Memorandum of Agreement between the Governments of the United States of America and Israel,” 

pursuant to the “Israel-Lebanon Agreement,” May 16, 1983, Lebanon: President Amin Gemayel (8390635) 
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34 Schiff, Ze'ev, and Ehud Ya'Ari. Israel's Lebanon War. Simon and Schuster, 1985: 112, 299. 
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neutrality, and the beginning of stabilization through increased military action (the third 

phase annotated on Figure A.1).   

This new policy of “aggressive self-defense” and Reagan’s authorization of naval 

gunfire to support the LAF caused backlash from Syria and militia groups like the Druze 

who were the recipients of that fire.  It also led to the marines’ loss of neutrality.36  These 

developments prompted Congress to invoke the 1973 War Powers Act, a vestige of the 

Vietnam War era.  Yet after much deliberation, Congress passed an 18-month extension 

to the deployment authorization, aided significantly by Democratic Speaker Tip 

O’Neill’s support.  This was to allow Reagan to keep the marines in Beirut until spring 

1985.37  Another tragedy followed, however.   

On October 23, 1983, a truck broke through the marines’ security perimeter and 

exploded a huge bomb inside their barracks, killing 241.  Although this was only one of 

the three casualty events annotated in Figure A.1, the Beirut Barrack bombings made up 

241 of the 260 U.S. deaths (92%) in the conflict.  Afterward, Secretary of Defense Caspar 

Weinberger appointed retired Admiral Robert Long to head an investigation.  A divided 

                                                      

36 Martin, David C., and John L. Walcott. Best laid plans: The inside story of America's war against terrorism. New 

York: Harper & Row, 1988: 115. 
37 Public Law 98-119, signed into law by President Reagan on October 12, 1983; it came from S.J.Res. 159. 
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cabinet had bedeviled the MNF II intervention from the beginning,38 and two different 

views continued to mark the administration’s policy preferences when the Long 

Commission was released just before Christmas 1983.39  This was the real start of the 

intense policy review period.40   

According to McFarlane, the president, Shultz, and he favored more forceful 

military action.41  That was to occur in the form of airstrikes against Iranian proxies, 

Lebanese Hezbollah, before Reagan called it off at the last moment due to inconclusive 

evidence.42  Shultz and Rumsfeld still argued that a residual force at the Beirut Airport 

                                                      

38 Powell, Colin.  Phone interview with the author, August 8, 2016.  Charles Hill, Secretary George P. 

Shultz’s Executive Secretary, phone interview with author, April 15, 2016.  Weinberger, Caspar W. Fighting 

for Peace: Seven Critical Years in the Pentagon. New York, New York: Warner Books, 1990: 151-152. 
39 United States. Report of the DOD Commission on Beirut International Airport Terrorist Act, October 23, 1983: 20 

Dec. 1983.  US Government Printing Office, 1984. It blamed the inadequacy of the security policies in place, 

but also the overall Lebanon policy and its execution from Washington.  It found that the problem which led 

to the bombing was “the basic policy of emphasizing military options and an expansion of the U.S. military 
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David B.  “The Joint Chiefs of Staff and Limits to the Use of Military Power in Lebanon, 1982-1984,” Special 

Historical Study 8, Top Secret Report—Unclassified Portion, Joint History Office, OCJCS, Washington, D.C., 

2015: 64. Moreover, with the perception of lost neutrality and without a benign security environment or 

adequate protection from the LAF, the mission would not succeed (Long Commission: p. 43). In essence, the 

report questioned the administration’s inability to realize and adjust to the deteriorating military and 

political situation.  Reagan took full responsibility for the attack, and although many saw that as noble, the 

public and Congress were souring on his policy. Ronald Reagan: "Remarks and a Question-and-Answer 

Session with Reporters on the Pentagon Report on the Security of United States Marines in Lebanon," 

December 27, 1983. Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, at: 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=40899, accessed April 14, 2016. 
40 Clark, Richard A.  Phone interview, July 5, 2016.  McFarlane, Robert C. Special Trust, 1994: 272-273.   
41 McFarlane, Robert. with Smardz. Special Trust (1994): 273.  Brinkley, Douglas. The Reagan Diaries, 2007: 201. 
42 Colin Powell said they didn’t know who was responsible. Phone interview with the author, August 8, 

2016.  Also: Brands, Hal. Making the Unipolar Moment. Cornell University Press, 2016: 246-247.   
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should be non-debatable because it was crucial for Lebanese stability.43   Secretary 

Shultz’s fuller view on the use of force in Lebanon, later expressed January 24th, 1984 to 

the Senate Foreign Relations Committee was that, “‘American power must have more to 

it than a massive deterrent against the Soviets or a relatively simple exercise like 

Grenada. … The realities we face have much more ambiguity.  The nature of the 

challenge [in Lebanon] is different. … We’re in a low-grade war with Iranian and Syrian 

terrorists,44’” so a cancelled retaliation mission for the barracks bombing could be an 

important missed opportunity.  Secretary Weinberger, Chairman General John Vessey, 

and Marine Commandant P.X. Kelley, on the other hand, remained staunchly opposed 

to more military action.45  They “did not see a U.S. military solution46” to the overall 

                                                      

43 Cable, Shultz to White House, “Middle East Mission—Draft NSDD [123]-Rumsfeld Comments,” January 

31, 1984 (2119Z), Rumsfeld Middle East Mission (January 1984-February 1984) (1)-(5) folder, box 46, 

Executive Secretariat, NSC: Records: Country File, Ronald Reagan Library, p. 2.  Shultz, George Pratt. 

Turmoil and Triumph: My Years as Secretary of State. New York: Scribner's, 1993: 62-85, 230.  
44 Shultz, George P. Turmoil and Triumph: My Years as Secretary of State. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 

1993: 230. 
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Vessey, General John.  CJCS, Interview with NBC’s Meet the Press, November 6, 1983, in: Vessey, John. 
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situation and believed that retaliatory strikes could incite instead of deter future attacks 

from radical Muslim terrorist groups.47 

Charles Hill, Shultz’s Executive Secretary, agreed with McFarlane’s 

characterization of the rift.  Hill was privy to important one-on-one meetings between 

the two cabinet principals.  He completely disagreed with Weinberger’s account that his 

policy differences with Shultz were “largely mythological.48”  Secretaries Shultz and 

Weinberger “didn't see things in the same way at all.  Weinberger’s view never changed.  

[Since the interim between MNF I and II, he felt that] the United States should not get 

involved at all.49”   

The ongoing bureaucratic disagreement about if, how, and for what purposes to 

use force in Lebanon was particularly evident during the first attempt at retribution for 

the barracks bombing.  McFarlane wrote in his memoirs that Secretary Weinberger 

disregarded a direct presidential order in mid-November to conduct a retaliatory strike 

against those responsible.  McFarlane said the government had “seven intercepted 

Iranian messages since September” pointing to Iranian culpability in the attacks.  In one 

on September 22, “the Iranian ambassador in Damascus…had instructed Abu Haydar 

                                                      

47 Brands, Hal. Making the Unipolar Moment: U.S. Foreign Policy and the Rise of the Post-Cold War Order. Cornell 

University Press, 2016: 246-247. 
48 Caspar Weinberger, PBS Frontline Interview, late September 2001, accessed April 21, 2016, available: 
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Musawi to ‘undertake an extraordinary attack against the U.S. Marines.50’”  The barracks 

bombing, seemingly in response, occurred October 23d. 

McFarlane indicated that Reagan approved the retaliatory airstrike against 

Hezbollah targets at an NSPG meeting November 14.51  It was to be conducted two days 

later against the bombing culprits who were thought to be housed in buildings known 

as the Al Shams Hotel and the Sheikh Abdullah Barracks in Bekaa Valley.  McFarlane 

recalls that Weinberger explained to him that his decision to deny Admiral Jerry Tuttle 

of the Sixth Fleet strike authorization was fundamentally because ‘I just don’t think it 

was the right thing to do.52’”  Weinberger deeply regretted not having been “persuasive 

enough to persuade the president that the Marines were there on an impossible mission” 

prior to the barracks bombing and believed that continued intervention was 

counterproductive.53  Moreover, Weinberger believed that America lacked a clear 

mission and was not trying to “win” in Lebanon, but was instead “engaging in fruitless 

tactics in pursuit of unreachable goals.54”   

                                                      

50 Naftali, Tim. Blind spot: The secret history of American counterterrorism. Basic Books, 2009.  McFarlane, 
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53 Miller Center. “Interview with Caspar Weinberger.” University of Virginia. November 19, 2002.  Accessed 
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Finally, Weinberger claimed that he had never received an order from Reagan to 

conduct a strike. 55  Reagan’s diary entry November 14 supports this assertion.  It reads, 

“At 2 P.M. a meeting re[garding] the same Beirut problem [of inconclusive evidence 

regarding those responsible for the barracks bombing that] we’d discussed before. … 

We have some additional intelligence but still not enough to order a strike.”  But then on 

November 16, Reagan said, “We’ve contacted [the] French about a joint operation in 

Beirut re[garding] the car bombings.”  And November 17: “Surprise call from France—

they were going ahead without us and bombing our other target in Lebanon.  They took 

it out completely [so we don’t have to].56” This effort did not represent the last such 

punitive effort.   

On December 4, 1983, a Navy pilot, Lieutenant Robert Goodman, was shot down 

over Lebanon while conducting a bombing raid in retaliation for Syrian troops firing on 

U.S. aircraft the day prior.  The Syrians captured and held Goodman for 30 days until 

Democratic presidential candidate Jesse Jackson travelled to Damascus and obtained his 

freedom.57  Afterwards, appetite among some within the administration for continuing 

                                                      

55 Weinberger, Caspar W. Fighting for Peace: Seven Critical Years in the Pentagon, 1990: 161-67. 
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the mission began to sink.58  Even punitive efforts were failing.  For his part, Reagan was 

more interested in deterring future attacks than in retaliating for past attacks,59 took no 

action against Weinberger for the November infraction,60 and appeared reliant on 

Reverend Jackson to secure Goodman’s release.61  Moreover, regardless of Weinberger’s 

arguments against the efficacy of punitive strikes, the McFarlane account highlights the 

divided nature of the cabinet and Reagan’s inability to get his national security team 

rowing in the same direction.62   

A second domestic variable was that public and congressional support had been 

on tenuous ground, not aided by the barracks bombing.  It did not appear to be heading 

in a direction that would readily support status quo efforts, much less military or 
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political escalation.63  After the bombings, Congress’ support soured further.  They had 

approved the eighteen-month extension to the marines’ deployment in September by 

eight Senate votes (54-46) after barely passing it out of committee by one vote.64  Central 

to the contentiousness of the domestic politics was the upcoming 1984 election.  “Polling 

found…the bombing was eating into Reagan’s support… particularly hurting him 

among white males – a major source of Reagan support.65”  It was clear that Lebanon 

could hurt his reelection chances if Reagan carried it into the election.  Even his advisors 

“took comfort that Reagan made the decision to pull the ground troops out early enough 

to give voters time to forget the issue.66”  With approval ratings of the marines’ 

involvement dropping, Reagan realized that “public support was needed for a 
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protracted use of force, [and] public opinion may have partially reinforced his 

opposition to expanding U.S. military involvement.67”   

Figure 3.1 details public opinion of the intervention from before the barracks 

bombing until mid-January 1984.  The graph shows a general trend toward increased 

support for withdrawal of the marines.  It is interesting to note, though, that there was 

an initial outpouring of support for Reagan after the bombing.  This rally-round-the-flag 

phenomenon is common after national tragedies.68  In this case the effect is also 

attributable to the news of the successful Grenada invasion.  Reagan’s pollster Richard 

Wirthlin had been surveying public opinion prior to the barracks bombing and 

continued throughout the week.  He found a “precipitous overnight decline in Reagan’s 

approval rating” after the bombings.  The polls after Grenada, though, made it more 

difficult to disentangle the two events since “the pre-invasion survey was never made 

public.”  Nonetheless, “it served as a private warning of the consequences of further 

adventures in Lebanon.69”  As Figure 3.1 shows, after a sharp initial spike in support for 

the marine presence in Lebanon, (shown by upticks in the black and green lines and a 

                                                      

67 Foyle, Douglas C. Counting the Public in: Presidents, Public Opinion, and Foreign Policy. New York: Columbia 

University Press. 1999: 211. 
68 Mueller, John E. War, Presidents, and Public Support. New York: Joh Wiley. 1973: 208-213. 
69 The preceding few sentences draw/cite from:  Cannon, Lou. President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime, 1991: 

445. 
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dip in the red line starting October 23), by early December the public view was clearly 

changing in favor of withdrawal.  

 

 

Time 

Figure 3.1:  Public Opinion Regarding Marine Levels in Lebanon70 

 

Congressional support had taken a similar turn.  After passing Senate Joint 

Resolution 159 on September 29 authorizing an eighteen-month extension to the marine 

involvement in the MNF, Congress began to sour on the operation following the 

                                                      

70 The data in Figure 3.2 comes from:  Mueller, John. "American public opinion and military ventures 

abroad: Attention, evaluation, involvement, politics, and the wars of the Bushes." In Annual Meeting of the 

American Political Science Association, Philadelphia, August 2003: 47. 
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barracks bombing.  Congressmen grew more concerned about the marine presence in 

Lebanon, their vulnerability, how they were being utilized, the limited prospects for 

success, and perceptions that Lebanon was not worth U.S. military involvement.  

Exasperated with the administration the day after the bombing, Representative Sam Hall 

(D-TX) reflected that “our government leaders have learned nothing from Vietnam.  It is 

axiomatic that when you commit American fighting men…you take the necessary 

military steps to bring it to a quick and decisive conclusion.  Our marines are nothing 

more than sitting ducks. … [They should be allowed to] assume a more aggressive role 

... [or] the administration ought to order them home.71”  Due to similar concerns from 

other Congressmen, Senator Joe Biden (D-DE) and others’ calls for a “prompt 

withdrawal,” increased until Reagan’s withdrawal announcement.72  Congress 

mentioned the Vietnam War publicly, but the administration did not, leading one to 

conclude they were in denial of the similarities, or recognized them and wanted to avoid 

the label “Reagan’s Vietnam.”  The disagreements between Weinberger and Shultz over 

                                                      

71 Hall, Sam. “Congressional Debate about the Marine Barracks Bombing” Cong. Record, 98th Congress, 1st 

Session. House of Representatives, Vol. 129, Part 21, October 24, 1983, p. 29030. 
72 Cable, McFarlane to Rumsfeld, “Information Support Cable for January 27, 1984,” January 28, 1984, 

Lebanon Documents (01/26/1984) (Rumsfeld Support) (2) folder, RAC box 8, Crisis Management Center 
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if and how to use force, and the Weinberger-Powell Doctrine’s emergence ten months 

after withdrawal suggests it was the latter, not the former.73 

These domestic trends mirrored Lebanese events in early 1984, resulting in a 

rapidly deteriorating situation and culminating in Reagan’s policy change.  Despite later 

writing that, “as 1984 began, it was becoming clearer that the Lebanese army was either 

unwilling or unable to end the civil war,74” Reagan gave his State of the Union address 

on January 25th, affirming the mission in Lebanon.75  Multiple administration officials 

appeared on Capitol Hill, attesting to the necessity of continuing the administration’s 

present strategy and attempting to drum up support.76  Under Secretary of State for 

Political Affairs, Lawrence Eagleburger, seemed to narrow the administration’s 

ambitious exit criteria,77 returning them to the initial, limited scope of MNF II’s original 

                                                      

73 Powell, Colin.  Phone interview, August 8, 2016.  Clarke, Richard A., phone interview, July 5, 2016.  

Charles Hill, phone interview April 15, 2016.  Woodward, Bob.  PBS Frontline Interview, late September 2001, 

accessed June 9, 2016: 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/target/interviews/woodward.html.4. 
74 Reagan, Ronald. An American Life: The Autobiography. Simon and Schuster, 1990: 465. 
75 Ronald Reagan: "Address Before a Joint Session of the Congress on the State of the Union," January 25, 

1984. Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, accessed June 7, 2016, 

at: http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=40205.  
76 These officials included Major General Edward Tixier, Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for Near 

Eastern and South Asian Affairs; Shultz and Assistant Secretary of State Murphy to House Foreign Affairs 

Committee (January 26); and Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs, Lawrence Eagleburger (February 

2). Document 250: Testimony by Assistant Secretary of State Murphy to House Foreign Affairs Committee, 

American Foreign Policy Current Documents. Washington: Dept. of State, January 26, 1984: 558-563. 
77 Gwertzman, Bernard. “Reagan’s Lebanon Policy: Blueprint for a Pullout?,” February 3, 1984, NYT, 

accessed March 16, 2016, at: http://www.nytimes.com/1984/02/03/world/reagan-s-lebanon-policy-blueprint-

for-a-pullout.html.  Eagleburger said the marines were to give a brief breathing space to the Lebanese 

government until the LAF was able to provide security for Beirut, not the entire country.  They were not 
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mission.78  Yet he also warned against a cut-and-run approach and made the case that 

Syrian obstinance increased when America demonstrated less resolve.79   

National Security Advisor Robert McFarlane’s assessment of the role credibility 

concerns played in deliberations aligned with Eagleburger’s.  Reflecting on the 

President’s opinion about the Lebanon MNF after the barracks bombing, McFarlane 

stated, “What the President did not want to do, above all, was to pull out of Lebanon 

immediately, to be seen as running away as a result of the tragedy that had taken 

place.80”  The relevance of credibility related sunk (and future) costs, if made public, 

risked tipping Reagan’s hand to potential enemies by suggesting the “redeployment” 

                                                      

 

expected to remain until the IDF and Syrian military withdrew, as had officially become the plan under the 

May 17 Agreement. 
78 Compare initial plan with the May 17 Agreement: Letter, Boutros to Dillon, “Lebanon-U.S. Bilateral 

Agreement,” September 25, 1982, CPPG [Crisis Pre-Planning Group] (Lebanon)-01/31/1984 folder, box 

91834, Williams Burns Files, Reagan Library: 2.  “Memorandum of Agreement between the Governments of 

the United States of America and Israel,” pursuant to the “Israel-Lebanon Agreement,” May 16, 1983, 

Lebanon: President Amin Gemayel (8390635) folder, box 22, Executive Secretariat, NSC: Records: Head of 

State File, Reagan Library: 2. 
79 Document 251: Statement by Undersecretary of State Eagleburger to House Foreign Affairs Committee, 

American Foreign Policy Current Documents. Washington: Dept. of State, February 2, 1984: 563-567. Together 

the appearances gave little clear sign of an impending strategy change, possibly indicating that Reagan had 

yet to make up his mind.  Admittedly, portions of Eagleburger’s testimony seemed to redefine 

administration exit criteria for the keen observer.  It was not consistent with Reagan’s own comments that 

day, though, in which the president insisted that “the mission remains the same.” See: Document 252: 

President Reagan’s Wall Street Journal Interview, American Foreign Policy Current Documents. Washington: 

Dept. of State, February 2, 1984.   
80 McFarlane, Robert C., and Zofia Smardz. Special trust. New York: Cadell & Davies, 1994: 268. 
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was a temporary façade.81  The country had already lost national prestige by suffering a 

battlefield “loss” at the hands of non-state actors.82  Further, “the potential message [that 

an immediate departure would signal to adversaries was]: Kill and humiliate our people 

and the United States will immediately retreat.83”  Indeed, after the ‘Black Hawk Down’ 

tragedy in 1993, “Al Qaeda and bin Laden … told one another, the United States had 

been humiliated by a Third World country.  Just like Vietnam.  Just like Lebanon.84”  

Nonetheless, as Reagan assessed during the decision making, multiple components 

comprise national prestige.  Reagan’s decision to pull forces out of Lebanon reflected the 

Hans Morgenthau line of reasoning that credibility derives from a combination of 

resolve and judgment.85   

On February 1, Reagan signed NSDD 123, approving the concept of pulling the 

marines offshore, but not the execution86—a change from the draft version.87  On 

                                                      

81 Memo, “MNF Options” January/February 1984 [No specific date], Lebanon–MNF (Multinational Force) 

1984 (2) folder, box 91136, Near East and South Asia Affairs Directorate: Records, Reagan Library.  Notes, 

Rumsfeld and Pierce to DOS/White House, “Proposed Edits to Draft Resolution,” February 1, 1984, CPPG 

[Crisis Pre-Planning Group] (Lebanon)-02/03/1984 folder, box 91834, William Burns files, Reagan Library.  

Meeting Agenda, Crisis Pre-Planning Group (CPPG), February 3, 1984, (5-6 PM), CPPG [Crisis Pre-Planning 

Group] (Lebanon)-02/03/1984 folder, box 91834, William Burns files, Ronald Reagan Library.  Naftali, Tim. 

Blind spot: The secret history of American counterterrorism. Basic Books, 2009.   

82 Brands, Hal. From Berlin to Baghdad, University Press of Kentucky, 2008: 270.   

83 Lake, Anthony. 6 nightmares, Little and Brown, 2000: 129. 

84 Clarke, Richard A.  Against All Enemies: Inside America’s War on Terror, Free Press, 2004: 88. 

85 Morgenthau, Hans J. "To intervene or not to intervene." Foreign Affairs. Vol. 45, No. 3, (1967): 425-436. 

86 Reagan, Ronald. NSDD 123: Next Steps in Lebanon, Washington, D.C.: NSC, February 1, 1984. 
87 Draft, “NSDD 123: Next Steps in Lebanon,” January 1984 [No specific date], CPPG [Crisis Pre-Planning 

Group] (Lebanon)-01/31/1984 folder, box 91834, William Burns files, Ronald Reagan Library.  For instance, 
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February 2, a battle for Beirut began between the LAF and Muslim militias.  The Crisis 

Pre-Planning Group (CPPG), a Deputies level group, had a meeting February 3d to 

discuss withdrawal specifics not addressed in the NSDD.  Among these particulars 

included the "timetable for redeployment," "perception management," a search for "any 

creative political initiatives," and a "presentation for Gemayel" on the new American 

position.88  These topics suggested that withdrawal was imminent.   

On February 5th, Lebanon’s Prime Minister and cabinet resigned from Syrian 

pressure.  Although purportedly to help Gemayel form a more broadly representative 

government,89 the government’s collapse at that time was a significant blow, the one 

contingency Reagan had indicated might lead to a U.S. departure.90  Then the LAF lost 

                                                      

 

the draft directs the Pentagon to "commence relief of the USMNF forces at BIA by LAF units.  Redeploy in 

phases the Marine Amphibious Unit from BIA to the Amphibious Ready Group off the coast of Lebanon to 

support a surge effort of reinsertion."  This guidance is not in the actual NSDD 123. 
88 Meeting Agenda, Crisis Pre-Planning Group (CPPG), February 3, 1984, (5-6 PM), CPPG [Crisis Pre-

Planning Group] (Lebanon)-02/03/1984 folder, box 91834, William Burns files, Ronald Reagan Library.  

Hand written notes next to the creative political initiatives agenda item mentioned Tariq Aziz, 

Hussein/Mubarak, Xian leadership change, and UN options.  No further information (NFI) provided.   
89 “Lebanese Cabinet Resigns to Ease Conflict,” Los Angeles Times reported in The Stanford Daily, February 6, 

1984: 2. 
90 Document 393: Statement by President Reagan in Interview, American Foreign Policy Current Documents. 

Washington: Dept. of State, December 14, 1983: 808-809.  Document 394: Clarification of the U.S. Withdrawal 

Policy at a Press Conference, American Foreign Policy Current Documents. Washington: Dept. of State, 

December 20, 1983: 809-811.  Ronald Reagan: "Remarks and a Question-and-Answer Session with Reporters 

on the Pentagon Report on the Security of United States Marines in Lebanon," December 27, 1983. Online by 

Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, at: 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=40899, accessed April 14, 2016.  Notes, “Strategy for US Actions in 
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effectiveness when one quarter of its Shia resigned or refused to fight fellow Muslims 

such as the Druze militia.91  Finally, Muslim militias overran West Beirut February 6th, 

deepening the civil war.   

An MNF Options memorandum written during this period assessed these 

domestic and international factors’ impact.92  It weighed the tradeoffs to different 

options, given the state of interagency and executive-congressional relations over U.S. 

involvement in Lebanon.  If the Executive Branch could not quell congressional 

concerns, “the inescapable conclusion is that the current U.S. policy cannot be executed 

and a change in approach is required.  So, the U.S. should be affirmatively looking for an 

opportunity to withdraw.93” The National Security Planning Group (NSPG)’s 

                                                      

 

Lebanon,” January 4, 1984, Lebanon Documents (01/04/1984) (Rumsfeld Cables) II (1)-(9) folder, RAC box 8, 

Crisis Management Center (CMC), NSC: Records, Reagan Library, p. 1. 
91 “Lebanese Cabinet Resigns to Ease Conflict,” Los Angeles Times reported in The Stanford Daily, February 6, 

1984: 2. Crist, David B.  “The Joint Chiefs of Staff and Limits to the Use of Military Power in Lebanon, 1982-

1984,” Special Historical Study 8, Top Secret Report – Unclassified Portion, Joint History Office, OCJCS, 

Washington, D.C., 2015: 67-68. Cable, Theros and Stanton to Rumsfeld and Bartholomew, January 30, 1984, 

CPPG [Crisis Pre-Planning Group] (Lebanon)-01/31/1984 folder, box 91834, Williams Burns Files, Reagan 

Library, p. 4. EUCOM Command History, 1984: 114-15 in Crist, David B.  “The Joint Chiefs of Staff and 

Limits to the Use of Military Power in Lebanon, 1982-1984,” Special Historical Study 8, Top Secret Report–

Unclassified Portion, Joint History Office, OCJCS, Washington, D.C., 2015: 68.  Joint Staff, J-5, Memo to 

CJCS, “Increasing Pressure on Muslim Officers to Leave the Ranks of the LAF,” 1 March 1984. 
92 The memorandum appears influenced by McFarlane because the close resonance of its key points with 

McFarlane’s memoirs and his phone discussion with the author on April 4, 2016.   
93 Memo, “MNF Options” January/February 1984 [No specific date], Lebanon–MNF (Multinational Force) 

1984 (2) folder, box 91136, Near East and South Asia Affairs Directorate: Records, Reagan Library, p.2. 
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recommendation February 7th aligned with this assessment.  Reagan finally agreed to 

“redeploy” the marines offshore.94  The last marines left February 26th. 

(1) Why was this a “sunk cost trap?” 

“We are in a quagmire now.  This is a trap if I ever saw one.95” 

 

“There were three loci of that [Lebanon] strategy,  

and in each one we appeared to be failing.96” 

 

“U.S. credibility had definitely suffered.97” 

 

"We saw no quick solution [in response to recent Lebanese developments, but] 

 … President Reagan is firm on maintaining the U.S. presence.98" 

 

By the end of 1983 the military intervention in Lebanon constituted a “sunk cost 

trap.”  It was a “sunk cost trap” because it was a failing endeavor, as Reagan’s National 

Security Advisor Robert “Bud” McFarlane noted, and as Rumsfeld remarked, there did 

not appear to be easy answers to fix what was going wrong.  Yet, as the Middle East 

Envoy also noted, Reagan strongly wanted the United States to remain involved.  This 

                                                      

94 "Statement on the Situation in Lebanon," February 7, 1984. Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, 

The American Presidency Project. Accessed April 30, 2016, available at: 
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98 Cable, Rumsfeld to Shultz, January 29, 1984 (1631Z), Rumsfeld Middle East Mission (January 1984 - 

February 1984) (1)-(5) folder, box 46, Executive Secretariat, NSC: Records: Country File, Reagan Library, p. 3. 
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left policy makers in a “trap” in late 1983 and early 1984.  They were caught between a 

floundering effort and Reagan’s apparently unchanged aspiration levels. 

The Lebanon strategy to which McFarlane referred had three facets.  The first 

was the situation on the ground against the Syrians in Lebanon, who along with Iranian 

proxies, were opposing both U.S. and Lebanese efforts.  The second involved a 

reconciliation conference between Lebanese factions in Geneva.  The third was a 

struggle for bureaucratic unity among the president’s national security team.99  

McFarlane’s assessment, beyond accounting for the bombings at the American embassy 

in April and the marine barracks in October, was that the prospects for success were 

low.100  Following the Syrians’ downing of a couple aircraft that were attempting a 

punitive strike on December 4th, McFarlane reflected that “It was an embarrassing 

demonstration of American military ineptitude…I knew it was time to step back and 

take a hard, rigorous look at the realities of our very ability to forge viable strategy in the 

Middle East.101”   

Lebanese Prime Minister Shafik Dib Wazzan’s resignation was one key indicator, 

beyond the bureaucratic and domestic politics at home, that led American leaders to 

                                                      

99 McFarlane, Robert C. "with Zofia Smardz." Special Trust (1994): 272-273. 
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reach the type of assessments expressed by McFarlane.  Another was the resignation of 

Gemayel’s cabinet, and the mass desertions or refusal to fight anti-Gemayel militias by 

some LAF units.  Jordanian King Hussein expressed to Middle East Envoy Donald 

Rumsfeld that things in Lebanon had reached "a point of no return.102”  In addition to 

McFarlane’s memoirs and diplomatic engagement, administration memorandums at the 

time also reflected a realization that the situation was bleak and required a policy 

change.103 

The decision to reevaluate America’s military commitment and foreign policy 

approach in Lebanon and the greater Middle East came after eighteen months of 

investments.  This temporal sunk cost measures the time covered on the timeline above, 

from MNF I’s creation in August 1982 until Reagan’s “sunk cost trap” decision February 

7, 1984.  This timeframe is not insignificant, but it is substantially less time than the post-

9/11 decisions in the Iraq and Afghanistan Wars that are also among my cases.  Yet 

among my pre-9/11 cases it represents the longest period from the start of U.S. military 

involvement until a sunk cost decision.  The other two cases, the Persian Gulf War and 

intervention in Somalia, were approximately seven and ten months respectively.   

                                                      

102 Cable, Rumsfeld to Shultz, January 29, 1984 (1631Z), Rumsfeld Middle East Mission (January 1984-

February 1984) (1)-(5) folder, box 46, Executive Secretariat, NSC: Records: Country File, Ronald Reagan 
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Perhaps more important than the length of the conflict was the effort invested by 

key members of the administration.  For example, Secretary of State George Shultz, as 

well as Special Envoy to the Middle East Philip Habib and his deputy, Morris Draper, 

had traveled continuously between the United States, Lebanon, Israel, and other 

regional capitals.  Their shuttle diplomacy had been central to the successful brokering 

of various cease fires and the May 17 Agreement, though all proved of ephemeral 

value.104   

The effort invested was important because it was a manifestation of the 

commitment Reagan and his administration had to reaching their aspiration levels.  If 

Lebanon’s political viability was the only reason to be in Lebanon, the level of attention 

paid to a small country half way around the world was disproportionate to its strategic 

value to the United States.  As Reagan repeatedly communicated, though, and as a 

harbinger of the effort in Somalia in 1993, as well as Iraq and Afghanistan after 9/11, the 

outcomes sought in Lebanon were not for Lebanon alone.105 They were connected to 
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broader U.S. interests in the region and beyond.  American leaders wanted stability in 

Lebanon as the first in a series of diplomatic chess moves that would improve the U.S. 

position in the Middle East and vise a vie the Soviet threat. 
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Table 3.1:  Sunk Costs Facing Reagan in Lebanon 

Time Casualties106 Financial 

Investment 

Personal Credibility 

(Reagan) 

National 

Prestige 

18 months 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

260 dead107 

 

4 non-

servicemen 

killed 
 

137 

wounded 

 

 

 

 

 

Approximately 

$500 million 

total. 

 

$249.6 million 

for military 

operations108 

 

and: 

 

$251 Million in 

Emergency 

Relief Aid109 

Accomplishment of his 

peace plan at risk.110 

 

An 18% decline in support 

for the MNF, as measured 

by: Popular opinion had 

swung from 40% 

supporting withdrawal 

before the barracks 

bombing (late Sept 1983) 

to 58% in mid-January 

1984.111 

 

At risk of 

letting 

terrorists 

change 

U.S. 

foreign 

policy.112 

 

A 

possible 

increase 

in Soviet 

influence 
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As discussed in the case summary and reflected in Table 3.1, the human toll was 

an important dimension of the sunk costs as well.  As with the temporal component, the 

numbers did not approach the level of casualties later experienced in the Iraq and 

Afghan Wars.  Nevertheless, the casualties were important because they came primarily 

in two major, mass casualty producing attacks, the bombings of the U.S. Embassy (17 

deaths) and the marine barracks in Beirut (241 deaths).  The enormity of these losses in 

single events weighed heavily on Reagan and other political elite in D.C. 

Indeed, the perception of the bombings, especially that of the barracks, was 

powerful.  It resulted in the largest single day loss of life for the U.S. Marine Corps since 
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Iwo Jima in 1945.113  It reaffirmed that the mission was not going well and cast doubt on 

whether active learning was occurring.  Why had the country’s and marine leaders not 

learned from the April embassy bombing, also conducted by a suicide truck driver, and 

improved the security measures to prevent such a tragedy?  Why had the administration 

chosen sides, abandoning any modicum of neutrality, by firing on Syrian and Druze 

positions in support of the Lebanese government?   

The bombing also brought into question whether the prospects of success—

which appeared low—were worth the risks.  As during and after the Vietnam war, it 

again raised the question of how the military should be utilized.  It caused Secretary 

Weinberger to further dig in against the mission and advocate for the marines’ 

redeployment.114  How could the administration allow the marines to remain as “sitting 

ducks,” cloistered together as they were at the Beirut International Airport, primarily in 

one large building?115  Perhaps it might have been possible to prevent a mass killing by a 
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security protocol that employed more robust rules of engagement, like arming the 

security guards with loaded, heavy caliber weapons.116 

As is usually the case, the financial investment was the least relevant.  As 

reflected in the middle column of Table 3.1, Reagan spent an estimated $500 million on 

the intervention, roughly equivalent to $1.15 billion dollars today.117  Like the temporal 

and human sunk costs, the financial sums would not measure up to the amounts spent 

in latter interventions that were much bigger operations.  Yet for a president whose 

political rhetoric revolved around smaller government and reducing the national debt, 

spending even that much on a flailing foreign policy represented a substantial 

commitment.  

Reagan’s personal credibility was also on the line, but not only as the 

Commander-in-Chief seeking a successful military outcome in Lebanon.  Reagan’s 

relatively new foreign policy aim of Middle East peace was now tied up in how these 

events unfolded.  His September 1, 1982 peace initiative was a way to capitalize on the 

recent success of MNF I.  Reagan saw intervention in Lebanon as a clear investment 
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towards Middle East peace and increased regional influence viz a vie the Soviet 

Union.118  He sought to break the stalemate of the Cold War, by “exploiting Soviet 

weaknesses and asserting western strengths.119”  Reagan had made this clear in his June 

8, 1982 address to the British Parliament.  In it he communicated his long-term hope that 

the “march of freedom and democracy…will leave Marxism-Leninism on the ash-heap 

of history.120”  MNF I’s success and Lebanon’s need for U.S. involvement provided an 

opportunity to assert western influence in the Middle East.  Failure to achieve his goals, 

though, could diminish his diplomatic standing.  Moreover, having labeled the Soviet 

Union as the “evil empire121” and advocated against standing by while “the Middle East 

[was] incorporated into the Soviet bloc,122” the aspiration levels Reagan had staked on 

MNF II were not easy to retract. 
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Although related to his diplomatic successes, advisors would attempt to base 

Reagan’s reelection campaign on his political capital.  He would again ask Americans 

the question, “Are you better off now than you were four years ago?”  At a simplistic 

level, Reagan had won in 1980 because American voters had determined that they were 

not, and had decided to give Reagan an opportunity to improve their lot.  As Reagan 

neared a reelection campaign season, his political advisors wanted him free of foreign 

entanglements that might prevent the American people from again answering the same 

question in Reagan’s favor, this time in the affirmative.123  Though not tied to historical 

“lessons,” this engendered anticipated regret for his advisers.124  If Lebanon were to be 

perceived as a quagmire and average citizens continued to struggle to understand the 

operation’s purpose, the issue could become a focus of election year politics—to 

Reagan’s detriment.125 

While his advisors anticipated regret with continuing the status quo or 

escalation, Reagan’s diary comments could be interpreted either similarly or as matter of 

fact assessments.  As the president realized that he was in a “sunk cost trap” which 

required a policy pivot, he wrote in his September 10-11 diary entries, “The situation is 

worsening.  We may be facing a choice … If it [naval gunfire] doesn’t work then we’ll 
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have to decide between pulling out or going to Congress and making a case for greater 

involvement.126”  A few days earlier Reagan had conceded that, “The civil war is 

running wild and could result in collapse of the Gemayel government and [then] the 

stuff would hit the fan.127”  He later publicly addressed both the potential U.S. 

implications of a Lebanese government collapse and an American policy review in 

December press interviews.128     

In these instances, Reagan appears to be conveying an expectation of regret 

during the fall 1983 to spring 1984 period.129  It seems that if the Lebanese government 

collapsed and stuff “hit the fan” Reagan would regret escalation more than deescalation.  

With his advisers, the situation was depicted much more emotionally.  It demonstrated 

clearly that the anticipation of regret did swing them in favor of pulling the marines 

offshore.  The reason for that regret, though, was mixed between Vietnam lessons and 

domestic political challenges.130  It is possible that with Reagan, too, the domestic 
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political realities of how a losing effort in Lebanon could affect his reelection campaign 

were the cause more so than any Vietnam lessons.131  Reagan’s diaries do not indicate 

that he referred to any specific historical lessons as a means of evaluating his options at 

the time, but his memoirs indicate the Vietnam War was impactful.132 

Finally, some members of the administration believed U.S. national prestige was 

at stake.133  A quick withdrawal after the barracks bombings could send the message that 

the United States was unwilling to pursue its aims when bloodied.134  An administration 

memo in early February stated that national prestige is the "main U.S. strategic interest 
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now ... Lebanon itself is of little intrinsic strategic value.135”  Reagan himself asked, “if 

we were to leave Lebanon now, what message would that send to those who foment 

instability and terrorism?136”  The message would be that terrorism was successful, could 

prompt American disengagement, and that waiting out the United States works.137  

Interestingly, this question and answer foreshadowed President William (Bill) Clinton’s 

concern following the 1993 “Black Hawk Down” tragedy in Somalia.138   

Sunk Cost Salience 

''‘When America sends its forces to perform a legitimate mission, asked for by  

the legitimate Government involved, and it does so and then the minute some trouble 

occurs we turn tail and beat it, I think that sends a gigantic message around the world.’   

Lyndon Johnson in 1965? No, George Shultz on Sept. 21, 1983.139” 

 

The perception of a flailing Lebanon policy “was clear [to key policy makers by 

Christmas 1983;] we were at a moment of truth140” that required a policy change.  The 
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sunk costs and the linkage of Lebanon’s stability with other goals more vital to 

America’s interests141 had delayed Reagan’s recognition of the need for change.142  A few 

developments made that clear.  First were the bombings, especially of the marine 

barracks.  Then, "national reconciliation [among the various Lebanese factions] was set 

back by the serious deterioration in the security situation in Beirut in early February.143"  

This called into question the ability and timetable for accomplishment of U.S. goals.  

MNF II was not moving toward completion of Reagan’s aspiration levels.  So, Reagan 

and his team began exploring other alternatives earnestly as the new year dawned.144 

(2) What were the president’s options and what strategy did he 
implement?  

As the MNF Options memorandum indicated, this set of circumstances left 

President Reagan and his advisors with a narrowing set of options they were 

considering.  This winnowing of apparently feasible options had been in the works for a 
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few months.  Admiral Small, Commander of U.S. Naval Forces Europe, presciently 

summarized the American position and options, even before the Lebanese government 

and LAF’s collapse.  On a November 3, 1983 visit to Lebanon, he wrote that, “The 

American Multinational Force contingent forfeited its neutrality on the occasion of the 

bombardment of Suq al-Gharb [in the Shouf Mountains, and], having been publicly 

declared the enemy, then had [only] two alternatives:  accept their status as co-

belligerents and consider them[selves] as combat troops or retire to the amphibs 

[amphibious ships].145”  It was impossible to be both neutral broker and support a 

particular side.  A month after that assessment, Reagan himself indicated the conditions 

under which he would deem it acceptable to pull the marines out.   

On December  14, 1983, Reagan told reporters that the Marines would only be 

withdrawn if there was a complete withdrawal by all foreign forces from Lebanon (i.e. 

mission accomplishment), or there “was a complete collapse” of the Lebanese 

Government and “there was no possibility of restoring order.146”  Regarding the former 

condition, State Department cables during January 1984 indicated that America’s MNF 
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partners were contemplating withdrawal whether the United States remained or not.147  

The latter condition occurred on February 5, 1984, as Prime Minister Wazzan and key 

cabinet members resigned.  Combined with the LAF woes, and with Muslim militias 

overrunning parts of Beirut the next day, the capital descended into civil war and 

Reagan’s second condition was met.148   

Despite his December remarks, Reagan conceptually had a choice between three 

main alternatives, with variants thereof.  The first course was to withdraw completely 

and stop all MNF activity, maintaining only diplomatic ties (vertical military 

deescalation).  The second option was to make the status quo more tenable by a 

“legislative strategy” that tried to convince Congress of Lebanon’s importance to 

America and clarify the mission.149  The administration could have undertaken this by 

using diplomacy and intelligence intercepts to persuade international and domestic 

audiences that Syria and Iran were the real culprits and that resoluteness was what was 

necessary to achieve U.S. ends.  The status quo approach could simply involve a change 

in talking points (no movements along the political, military, vertical, or horizontal 
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dimensions).  The third alternative was to support Gemayel’s government and the LAF 

with increased forces (horizontal military escalation) and/or more robust ways of using 

those forces (vertical military escalation).  Retaliatory military action against those 

responsible for the bombings would have been an example of this type of escalation.  

Another variant could have entailed pursuit of new partners for the MNF (horizontal 

diplomatic escalation).   

In reality, the options Reagan’s advisors prepared demonstrated less diversity.  

They developed several nuanced options that varied primarily based on the amount of 

withdrawal they directed.  In what foreshadowed the narrowly conceived options 

presented to President Barack Obama in 2009 for an adjustment to Afghanistan war 

policy, all the options mentioned focused on the numbers of marines that would 

remain.150  This was likely because it was the most salient political factor.  Nevertheless, 

the options did not include the full range of conceptual alternatives, likely reflecting that 

the administration did not see other courses as viable.   

All the proffered options focused either on maintaining the status quo or 

drawdown variants.151  Option 1 (Status Quo) left the current contingent of marines at 
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the airport.  Though not specifically addressed, the implication was that Reagan’s 

aspiration levels, the strategy, and the level of diplomatic dialogue would also remain 

unchanged.  The intention was to monitor the domestic political situation closely and 

unify the executive branch behind this approach.  Though no end date was provided, 

this course presumably hoped to complete the mission at least by March 1985.  That was 

the point at which the eighteen-month extension Congress approved in September 1983 

expired.  The rationale proffered for this strategy was all negative in nature.  It included 

the adverse impact that withdrawal of any sort was likely to have on Lebanon, MNF 

partners, the region, and U.S. credibility.   

Option 2 (partial deescalation) involved reducing the marine presence by about 

half, to approximately 800-1,000 personnel.  Those departing would go to ships offshore, 

constituting a surge capability, and could come ashore to conduct patrols.  The rest 

would remain at the Beirut International Airport.152  This option would continue LAF 

training, as well as retain offshore naval/air power and counter battery equipment that 

would help if Reagan wanted to add a “security umbrella.”  This “umbrella” would 

provide protection of remaining MNF units and Beirut by demanding Syria remove its 
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artillery from within shelling range of the capital and threatening punitive air/naval 

responses to any artillery fired at U.S. or friendly elements.153  Option 2 was an open-

ended time commitment where further policy adjustments would be conditions based.  

One perceived advantage of this option included its ability to enhance America’s 

“staying power” by partial adherence to domestic critics who wanted the marines out of 

Lebanon.  The downside was that assuring Lebanon of enduring U.S. commitment 

would be difficult, and domestic opposition could continue.   

Option 3 (large deescalation and “security umbrella”) involved removal of most 

of the marines, coupled with definite implementation of the security response plan.  

Most of the marines would be withdrawn to ships offshore.  The marines that were left 

(a maximum of 100-300) would hunker down at the most secure portion of the Beirut 

International Airport.154  The LAF training, air/naval presence, and counter battery 

equipment would remain, as in Option 2.155  The security umbrella that formed a 

potential add-on to Option 2 would be implemented.  A small number of special 

operations forces would be added for embassy protection and anti-terrorism purposes.   
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Diplomatic measures were also an important part of Option 3.156  Israelis would 

be expected to continue air attacks against the PLO, and to declare a red-line against any 

forward movement by Syrian forces following the departures of MNF and Israeli 

Defense Forces.  UNIFIL, a separate peacekeeping operation that predated the MNF, 

would be invited to protect the refugee camps, and MNF partners would be encouraged 

to keep their contingents.  This reflected the administration’s welcoming of a recent UN 

proposal to substitute UN Peacekeeping Forces for the MNF.  They thought the UN idea 

came at just the right time, allowing the United States to use that substitution as a 

pretext for withdrawal, even though they believed the move would not produce a 

political solution in the next nine months.157  Option 3’s tradeoffs were perceived as 

much the same as those faced under Options 2.  The near complete withdrawal was a 

move that could swiftly deflate congressional opposition, while the security mechanism 

was central to an up-hill attempt to convince the Lebanese government that the plan 

could provide the support they needed.  The other key element was to follow through if 

Syria tested U.S. resolve by shelling remaining U.S., MNF, or LAF around Beirut. 

                                                      

156 Option 3 is discussed in: Memo, “MNF Options” January/February 1984, Lebanon–MNF (Multinational 

Force) 1984 (2) folder, box 91136, Near East and South Asia Affairs Directorate: Records, Reagan Library: 5-

6.   
157 Meeting Notes, “Lebanon Group,” January 16, 1984, Lebanon Documents (01/04/1984) (Rumsfeld Cables) 

II (6) folder, RAC box 8, Crisis Management Center (CMC), NSC: Records, Ronald Reagan Library, p. 1. 
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Option 4 (complete withdrawal) would involve pulling all the marines onto 

ships offshore.158  Beyond the troop exit, it could involve most of the same elements as 

Options 2 and 3: a security umbrella of naval/air presence offshore, LAF training, 

embassy protection, and the possibility of a UNIFIL role.  It was essentially Option 3.  

Complete withdrawal would afford the marines greater safety but retain the ability to 

quickly reinsert them if a diplomatic breakthrough was achieved and they were needed 

to keep an agreed upon peace.159  Other recent debate had recognized that withdrawal 

would require relying on Israeli power and more modest U.S. goals.  It would be based 

on a candid acknowledgement that the prospects for national reconciliation and a 

national unity government were “nonexistent,” and that “indefinite de facto partition of 

Lebanon is inevitable.160”   

While the International Public Policy Research Council made that assumption, 

the administration did not appear to share it.  The shared tradeoff across the options was 

balancing domestic and international pressures.  Much like Options 2 and 3, Option 4 

was a way to address rising domestic opposition.  Option 4, though, was perceived as 

                                                      

158 Option 4 is discussed in: Memo, “MNF Options” January/February 1984, Lebanon–MNF (Multinational 

Force) 1984 (2) folder, box 91136, Near East and South Asia Affairs Directorate: Records, Reagan Library, p. 

6, though factors relevant to all options are mentioned on p. 1.  This paragraph draws on those pages. 
159 Caspar Weinberger, PBS Frontline Interview, late September 2001, accessed April 21, 2016, available at: 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/target/interviews/weinberger.html. 
160 The last couple sentences draw and cite from:  White Paper, “Lebanon: A 90-Day Withdrawal Scenario,” 

January 4, 1984, International Public Policy Research Council, Lebanon Documents (01/04/1984) (Rumsfeld 

Cables) II (1)-(9), RAC box 8, Crisis Management Center (CMC), NSC: Records, Ronald Reagan Library, p. 1. 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/target/interviews/weinberger.html
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the most likely to trigger Israeli withdrawal and subsequent MNF pullouts.  It also 

presented the greatest challenge to the administration’s bilateral relationship with 

Lebanon.  Yet all the options the administration put forward suggested withdrawing 

while still pursuing Reagan’s aspiration levels and trying to assure Lebanon of U.S. 

commitment.   

Figure 3.2 depicts these options along political/diplomatic and military 

escalation-deescalation spectrums.  None explicitly involved political deescalation.  The 

only change in diplomatic partners was the possible substitution of a UN peacekeeping 

element for the MNF.  Figure 3.2 also shows no consideration of a large force influx.  

These dynamics point to an administration which perceived its options narrowing, and 

yet was reluctant to give up its aims.   
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Figure 3.2:  Reagan’s (Lebanon) “Sunk Cost Trap” Response Options161  

 

 

The Strategy Implemented 

“Decisions are easy when no options are left.162” 

Reagan made the deescalation decision during a brief phone call with Vice 

President Bush while on a trip out West.163  His decision February 7th when Shultz was 

traveling164 may have been due to the recent disintegration of Lebanese institutions.  In 

                                                      

161 The blue dot represents the implemented strategy. 
162 Former Indian Prime Minister P.V. Narasimha Rao.  See: “The Future of India: The Bangalore 

Enlightenment,” March 19, 2009, The Economist, accessed June 8, 2016, at: 

http://www.economist.com/node/13315599.  
163 Cannon, Lou. President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime, 1991: 456. 
164 See Shultz’s travel schedule here: https://history.state.gov/departmenthistory/travels/secretary/shultz-

george-pratt, accessed May 28, 2016.  

http://www.economist.com/node/13315599
https://history.state.gov/departmenthistory/travels/secretary/shultz-george-pratt
https://history.state.gov/departmenthistory/travels/secretary/shultz-george-pratt
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accordance with my theory, it may have been that Vietnam lessons had made status quo 

and escalation efforts less appealing, and had made deescalation more attractive.  It may 

also have been opportunistic.  Since Reagan had a divided cabinet and had a hard time 

telling either his Secretary of Defense or State, "no," he may have waited until Shultz was 

not present to make the decision.165  On February 7th, Shultz was conveniently in the 

middle of a nine-day trip around Central and South America and the Caribbean when 

the key developments in Lebanon transpired.  This is the same time during which the 

decisive balance among Reagan’s advisors swung in favor of removing the marines.166   

McFarlane’s perspective had shifted; he and Vice President George Bush sided 

strongly with Weinberger and the Joint Chiefs against a continued marine presence 

onshore.  Eagleburger was the only dissenter, on behalf of the traveling Shultz, when 

Bush asked the NSPG about the withdrawal proposal on February 7.167  After the 

meeting, Bush reported the results to Reagan during a brief phone conversation.  Bush 

reached Reagan after the president’s speech to a Nevada Republican Party fund-raising 

luncheon.  Bush recommended a “redeployment” of all marines, but continued support 

                                                      

165 Former NSA Robert (“Bud”) McFarlane indicated this during a phone interview with the author April 4, 

2016. 
166 See: Cannon, Lou. President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime, 1991: 455-56. 
167 Cannon, Lou. President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime, 1991: 456. 
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of the Lebanese government with air and naval support.168  “The vice president 

emphasized that all of Reagan’s advisers except Shultz favored the decision.”  Speaking 

from a Las Vegas airport hangar, “Reagan agreed, ending the U.S. [onshore marine] 

commitment in a phone conversation even briefer than the one in which he had 

originally authorized Habib to commit the United States to participation in the MNF.169” 

Deputy NSA Poindexter oversaw the release of President Reagan's written 

statement to reporters traveling with the president later that day.  It indicated that 

Reagan had directed “decisive new steps” in changing the Lebanon strategy.  The 

statement indicated that Reagan had directed Secretary Weinberger to present a 

“redeployment” plan to pull the marines at the BIA back to their ships, but that LAF 

training would continue when the circumstances stabilized.  In addition, as Bush had 

recommended, the American military would conduct air/naval strikes against any 

threats to the MNF or Beirut.170   

As you can see from this description and the blue dot in Figure 3.2, the strategy 

Reagan choose was complete withdrawal (Option 4), with the add-on hybrid.  The 

                                                      

168 See especially: Memo, “MNF Options” January/February 1984 [No specific date], Lebanon–MNF 

(Multinational Force) 1984 (2) folder, box 91136, Near East and South Asia Affairs Directorate: Records, 

Reagan Library. 
169 This paragraph draws/cites from: Cannon, Lou. President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime, 1991: 455-56. 
170 Memo, “MNF Options for the President” January/February 1984 [No specific date], Lebanon–MNF 

(Multinational Force) 1984 (1)-(3) folder, box 91136, Near East and South Asia Affairs Directorate: Records, 

Reagan Library. 
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marines’ departure to ships offshore was a deescalation.  The publicly expressed 

intention to respond to Syrian artillery against Beirut (not just against the MNF) would 

have been an escalation if enforced.  So, too would have been the privately articulated 

potential for an infusion of a small special operations team for anti-terrorism and 

additional embassy protection.171  The combination made for a hybrid solution on paper.  

In practice, the withdrawal dominated the other dimensions since the LAF training 

ended a month after the marines pulled offshore, and there was no real testing or 

enforcement of U.S. redlines regarding artillery strikes.  By February 26 all the marines 

had left; by March 30, the trainers had departed.   

(3) What role did historical “lessons” and anticipated regret 
play? 

“Vietnam was a shadow over Lebanon.172” 

 

“Vietnam has made us paranoid, it has terrorized us,  

it has blinded us to our own interests.173” 

 

“The lesson of Vietnam was continually being cited to reject any use of military force 

unless in exceptional circumstances and with near total public support in advance.174’” 

 

                                                      

171 Memo, “MNF Options for the President” January/February 1984 [No specific date], Lebanon–MNF 

(Multinational Force) 1984 (1)-(3) folder, box 91136, Near East and South Asia Affairs Directorate: Records, 

Reagan Library, p. 5. 
172 Cannon, Lou. President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1991: 405. 
173 Quayle, Dan. “Proceedings and Debates of the 98th Congress, 1st Session,” August 4, 1983, Vol. 129, Part 

17. Senate, Cong. Record, Rec. 22775, p. 23107. 
174 Shultz, George P. Turmoil and Triumph. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1993: 646. See also pgs: 649-

651. 
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These quotations speak to the Vietnam War’s impact on decision making about 

the U.S. military operation in Lebanon.  The first reflects the cloud that Vietnam cast 

over officials’ views as to the wisdom of U.S. involvement in and execution of the MNF 

mission.  The second indicates then Senator Dan Quayle’s belief that traumatic “lessons” 

from Vietnam adversely affected leaders’ ability to make sound decisions about foreign 

policy and military force—decisions based on present interests rather than on paranoia 

about past conflicts or sunk costs.  Instead, they were paralyzed between fears of losing 

national prestige that hindered an exit from Lebanon, and fears of casualties that 

prevented consensus about the status quo or escalation.  The third quotation reflects 

Secretary Shultz’s observation that “the lesson of Vietnam” was behind every attempt to 

thwart the use of military power in Lebanon. 

This section explores the ways and degree to which these quotations accurately 

portray Vietnam’s influence over Reagan’s decision making.  Because of its relevance, I 

briefly examine the rationale to intervene, but focus on the deescalation decision.  I 

argue that Vietnam’s “shadow” initially contributed to persistent U.S. military 

participation in MNF I and II to restore credibility weakened by the Vietnam War’s 

outcome.  Eventually, the ‘avoid incremental escalation’ and ‘avoid a quagmire’ 

“lessons” from Vietnam prompted disengagement.   
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Initially, Vietnam’s “shadow” influenced the Reagan administration toward 

involvement in Lebanon.  Drawing on a perspective outlined by Reagan during the 1980 

presidential campaign, they saw a need to reestablish U.S. credibility, weakened by the 

indecisive way in which America waged the Vietnam War and its handling of the arms 

race with the Soviet Union.  Referring to the U.S. effort during the Vietnam War as a 

“Noble Cause” against North Vietnamese aggression and communist influence, Reagan 

put it this way:   

For too long, we have lived with the ‘Vietnam Syndrome.’ … There is a lesson for 

all of us in Vietnam.  If we are forced to fight, we must have the means and the 

determination to prevail or we will not have what it takes to secure the peace.  

And while we are at it, let us tell those who fought in that war that we will never 

again ask young men to fight and possibly die in a war our government is afraid 

to let them win. … We find ourselves increasingly in a position of dangerous 

isolation.  Our allies are losing confidence in us, and our adversaries no longer 

respect us.175 

  

Building on this philosophy, Reagan officials sought to reassert U.S. leadership 

in foreign policy.  This necessitated reacting against the Vietnam War legacy as it was 

the most obvious symbol of America’s decline in recent years.  Less than two years 

into Reagan’s presidency, using forces in Lebanon to achieve his aspiration levels 

became an important way to reinvigorate U.S. leadership in that critical region.  

                                                      

175 Reagan, Ronald. “Peace: Restoring the Margin of Safety,” August 18, 1980, Veterans of Foreign Wars 

Convention, Chicago, Illinois, accessed June 2, 2016, at: 

https://reaganlibrary.archives.gov/archives/reference/8.18.80.html.  

https://reaganlibrary.archives.gov/archives/reference/8.18.80.html
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It also afforded an opportunity to overcome the Vietnam Syndrome—a crippling 

inability to use power to pursue its interests176—of which Reagan spoke as a 

presidential candidate.  Les Janka, Deputy White House Press Secretary in 1983, 

reflected in 1985 on the impact of military involvement in Vietnam on U.S. intervention 

in Lebanon.   

There was a sense in the White House that we wanted to overcome the Vietnam 

Syndrome.  It was specifically discussed on a number of occasions. ... It [the 

Lebanon intervention] was an attempt to show the American people that we had 

overcome it, as well as [to show] not just the Middle East, but the rest of the 

world that America was back, ... that we were ready to use force for our interests 

and for the good of Western civilization.177   

 

Despite Reagan’s prior rhetoric and the permeation of his philosophy among the 

White House staff, Syria seemed increasingly impermeable to U.S. influence.  The reason 

was not difficult to ascertain.  With less than two thousand marines in Lebanon and 

sporadic use of air and naval power, the United States appeared to be a “paper tiger.178”  

Moreover, the nature of the conflict and America’s intervention in it did not readily lend 

themselves to clear outcomes.179   

                                                      

176 Isaacs, Arnold R. Vietnam Shadows: The war, its ghosts, and its legacy. JHU Press, 2000: 67. 
177 “Retreat from Beirut,” Season 3, Episode 6, Frontline, Public Broadcast Station, February 26, 1985. 
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Planning Group] (Lebanon)-01/31/1984 folder, box 91834, Williams Burns Files, Reagan Library: 2.  Reagan, 

Ronald. "Letter to the Speaker of the House and the President Pro Tempore of the Senate Reporting on 
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After the barracks bombing, the goal to excise Vietnam ghosts by confidently 

exercising power gave way to references of Vietnam as a harbinger of a looming 

Lebanon quagmire.180  That tragedy and other developments began to jeopardize 

Reagan’s approach, calling into question the efficacy of American military power and 

credibility.181  This reversed Vietnam’s “shadow” from primarily encouraging to 

discouraging the continued use of force.  Instead of encouraging continued status quo or 

escalation, references to Vietnam were now utilized as a reason to leave Lebanon.  This 

impact during the “sunk cost trap” reevaluation widened the pre-existing fissure in 

Reagan’s cabinet.182  For the military, the wounds of perceived political micro and 

mismanagement, and of not producing a decisive victory in Vietnam were still fresh.183  

“Only a decade after the end of Vietnam, the uniformed services had strong reservations 

                                                      

 

United States Participation in the Multinational Force in Lebanon," September 29, 1982. Online by Gerhard 

Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, accessed June 9, 2016: 
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181 Memo, “MNF Options for the President” February 1984 [No specific date], Lebanon – MNF 
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about being dragged into another open-ended military commitment with no clear end-

state.184”   

Vietnam’s “shadow” influenced Secretary Weinberger in favor of exit.  

Weinberger opposed the reinsertion of marines for MNF II from the start.  His senior 

military aide, Major General Colin Powell, later indicated that the Secretary 

“never wanted to ever preside over anything like a Vietnam involvement by U.S. 

forces.185”  He continually tried to persuade Reagan that the marines were on an 

impossible mission and needed to be pulled out.186  Weinberger was deeply 

apprehensive of the Lebanon mission because the “lessons” of Vietnam had left 

an indelible mark on him.  Weinberger worried that Lebanon had some of the 

same characteristics that marked the Vietnam War effort.  The connection to 

national interests was arguable, policy objectives were vague, and the 

administration was falling prey to incrementalism.  Yet Reagan lacked the will to 

invest at the level necessary to accomplish his aspiration levels.  There was an 

ends-means mismatch; the number of resources allocated did not match 

                                                      

184 Crist, David B.  “The Joint Chiefs of Staff and Limits to the Use of Military Power in Lebanon, 1982-1984,” 

Special Historical Study 8, Top Secret Report, Unclassified Portion, Joint History Office, OCJCS, Washington, 

D.C., 2015: 78. 
185 Colin Powell, February 23, 1989 interview in: Cannon, Lou. President Reagan, 1991: 405. 
186 Weinberger, Caspar W. Fighting for Peace: Warner Books, 1990: 154, 157, 162, 165, 167. 
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Reagan’s robust objectives.187  In addition, Reagan had failed to cut his losses.  

Weinberger was convinced he knew what Reagan would do if left to his own 

instincts.188”  Reagan would continue indefinitely without a viable opportunity to 

achieve his policy aims.189  

Shultz held different preferences about the use of force in Lebanon, having 

drawn different “lessons” from the Vietnam War.  He was asked if, during the 

deliberations to create MNF II, anyone “had the feeling that [they] … were getting on a 

slippery slope?  Did any memories of Vietnam come to mind?  Shultz: ‘No, I don’t think 

this has any analogous aspect of Vietnam at all.190’”  Yet, he ironically criticized 

Weinberger for what Shultz described as “the Vietnam Syndrome in spades, 

carried to an absurd level, and a complete abdication of the duties of 

leadership.191”  This attack demonstrated Shultz’s recognition of Vietnam War as 

the key driver of the policy debate.  This preference for the use of force coincided 

with Shultz’s view of “‘U.S. forces as a flexible tool of diplomacy.  [In fact,] Why 
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do we pay for all this [DOD] stuff if we can never use it short of World War 

III?192’”  Thus, Vietnam’s “lessons” were central to the administration’s policy disputes 

over Lebanon.193    

The “shadow” of Vietnam was also central to congressional debates.194  The 

shocking human costs convinced many Americans and their representatives that the 

United States might be dragged into a bloody, Vietnam-like conflict with no hope for a 

rapid, successful exit.195  Congressmen had been asking the president whether the current 

conflict would lead to another long entanglement as early as a year prior, and continued 

to press the Vietnam comparisons.  Although Reagan denied that this would happen, 

Congress had its doubts.196   Senator Ernest F. Hollings (D-SC) said the nation "must avoid 

                                                      

192 Colin Powell, February 23, 1989 interview in: Cannon, Lou. President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime. New 
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'getting bogged down there' as it did in Vietnam.197"  Representative James Florio (D-NJ) 

argued against passage of the 18-month extension in House Joint Resolution 364 because 

“the priority of the Congress must be to ensure that our Nation is not again pulled into a 

quagmire like Vietnam.198”  Representative Sam Gibbons (D-FL) expressed his criticism 

on the House floor, declaring, “I have only three words to say: Lebanon, Reagan's 

Vietnam.199”  Representative Samuel Stratton (D-NY) questioned Reagan’s decision 

making, stating, “I don't like to see marines wasted.  If you're smart, you know when to 

cut your losses.  That's what we didn't understand in Vietnam.200''   

Most of this opposition came from across the political aisle.  To the party not 

holding the White House, “the failed U.S. intervention in Lebanon bore more than a 

surface resemblance to the intervention in Vietnam; indeed, it reinforced the Vietnam 

analogy.201”  The analogy was not confined to the Democrats though.  “In late December 

1983, even Robert Michel [R-IL], the Republican House minority leader, urged Reagan to 
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remove troops from Beirut, an opinion joined in January 1984 by Republican Senator 

Charles Percy [IL], who chaired the Senate Foreign Relations Committee.202”  Even 

Senate Majority Leader Howard Baker (R-TN), later Reagan’s Chief of Staff, “publicly 

and privately expressed grave doubts about what was going on.203”  Representative 

Michael Bilirakis (R-FL) summarized the impact of Vietnam on congressional use of 

force debates this way.   

It seems that any decision to commit U.S. troops…is haunted by the specter of 

our Vietnam experience.  Almost without exception, the critics of these 

commitments compare U.S. involvement…to our involvement in Vietnam and 

express not just the fear but the conviction that our present actions will lead us 

down the same path that we have walked in the past.  It is a fear that is very real 

for all of us, including those who have supported many of the President’s foreign 

policy initiatives.204 

A third front where Reagan faced Vietnam linked pressure was the public 

opinion arena.205  In early October, prior to the barracks bombing, public concern was at 

35% that “Lebanon could turn into a situation like Vietnam…that the U.S. would be 
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more and more deeply involved as time goes on.206”  By December, 57% agreed that the 

country was “risking American lives in Lebanon without any clear mission” and that 

“we are going to get bogged down there, just as we did in Vietnam.207”   

Comparing Reagan’s Lebanon response with President Johnson and President 

Nixon’s Vietnam policies, a Vietnam “shadow” is significant.  Despite the lack of 

Vietnam references in memorandums and cables of the actual Lebanon decision making, 

the outsider analysis was that: 

The fact of defeat in Vietnam encouraged the Reagan administration to cut its 

losses in Lebanon far earlier than did Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon in 

Vietnam.  Reagan believed that America had a powerful stake in creating a stable 

Lebanon, but he seemed to recognize, in the wake of the Beirut disaster, that 

continued U.S. military intervention was not the solution to what was essentially 

an intractable local political problem.  This had also been the case in Vietnam, but 

the outcome of that war proved that a prolonged lost war is a far worse foreign 

policy outcome than an early decision to back out of a bad intervention.  Wars of 
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choice involve not only choosing to intervene but also choosing to halt a 

mistaken intervention in progress.  Reagan did in Lebanon what Johnson could 

not bring himself to do in Vietnam.208 

 

Although there is no evidence that he did so intentionally, Reagan finally bowed 

to Vietnam’s lesson to let sunk costs be sunk on February 7th.  Before then, Reagan’s 

steadfast pursuit of ambitious Middle East goals—which he continually argued were 

important for America—were consistent with most regretting a premature departure.209  

By early February, what he had postulated in December 1983 as a potential withdrawal 

criterion—the collapse of the Lebanese government—had occurred.210  Holding onto his 

desire to bring greater stability to Lebanon and peace to the Middle East then stood in 
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sharp contrast to unfolding events and the rather minimal price he was ultimately 

willing to pay to achieve those grand desires. 

Reagan later wrote of his decision that it became clear that the Lebanese army 

could not end the civil war, making a lengthy engagement likely.211  He wanted to 

extract himself and the country from the worsening debacle that was the Lebanese “civil 

war into which we had been dragged reluctantly.212”  Furthermore, because “no one 

wanted to commit our troops to a full-scale war in the Middle East…[and because] we 

couldn’t remain in Lebanon and be in the war on a hallway basis, leaving our men 

vulnerable to terrorists with one hand tied behind their backs,” Reagan opted against 

continued deployment.213  Reagan’s language and reasoning here demonstrated a 

Vietnam War lesson to use decisive force when committing the nation’s military to an 

operation.  After the Lebanon experience reaffirmed that lesson, it became one of the 

points codified in the Weinberger Doctrine, discussed at the end of this chapter.214  

Reflecting on another contributor to the Weinberger Doctrine’s development, 

Reagan seemed to relate the American military experience in Lebanon to that in 
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Vietnam.  “We all felt that the Vietnam War had turned into such a tragedy because 

military action had been undertaken without sufficient assurances that the American 

people were behind it.215”  As Figure 3.2 demonstrated, Reagan did not have those 

assurances in this case either.  That, along with the other domestic and international 

factors highlighted, may have fueled anticipated regret about Lebanon becoming his 

own “Vietnam.”  From the available material, though, I am only able to prove that 

Reagan made these connections between Vietnam and Lebanon after the operation. 216  I 

am unable to establish whether Reagan made that connection before his deescalation 

decision.   

The reversal of the way in which Vietnam’s “shadow” influenced the use of force 

in Lebanon came about through Reagan’s fractured cabinet, rising domestic opposition, 

and an evolving situation on the ground in Lebanon.  Vietnam’s impact through these 

factors was generally indirect.  The mechanism worked in the following manner.  

Vietnam’s “lessons” concerned Congress, the media, and the public.217 Increasing 

domestic opposition that drew on Vietnam analogies raised the costs for Reagan of 
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continuing status quo efforts or escalating.218  This incentivized the administration to 

ease that opposition.  It also influenced the potential courses that Reagan’s advisors 

provided him (only deescalation variants, as detailed under Question 2), ultimately 

influencing what Reagan saw as the most viable course.219  With the disintegration of 

Lebanese institutions and Syrian intransigence, Reagan saw no feasible course other 

than withdrawal.  Salvaging U.S. prestige remained a concern though.  That was the 

impetus behind proactively disbanding the MNF, recommended counterterrorism 

measures,220 and face-saving rhetoric about strengthened LAF training and air/naval 

responses.221 

Theoretical Consistency – Hypothesis 1 

“The Vietnam War had left one indisputable legacy:  

massive press, public, and congressional anxiety that the United States –  

at all costs – avoid getting involved in ‘another Vietnam.222’” 
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Hypothesis 1:223  In the “sunk cost traps” between the Vietnam War and 9/11, 

salient historical “lessons” influenced presidents’ deescalation decisions, having 

“taught” them that success in a lengthy war via incremental escalation was 

doubtful and likely to be regrettable. 

 

This case is theoretically consistent with Hypothesis 1 and meets both of 

Alexander George’s requirements to prove historical influence through process tracing.  

Yuen Foong Khong explains that the first requirement is to show that the relevant 

lessons “were very much on the minds of the central decision-makers and that it was 

used at important junctures in the policy process.224”  The previous pages under 

Question 3 make the argument that was true—particularly for Secretaries Shultz and 

Weinberger (as well as key Senators and Congressmen),225 if not by the president.  Given 

the Vietnam lesson-driven policy rift within the administration, along with Congress’ 

impact on the administration’s thinking, memorandum writing, and option 

development, Vietnam’s lessons were important, albeit more indirectly than directly.226  
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Hypothesis 1 is also consistent with the second requirement.  It is George’s congruence 

procedure.  In other words, the relevant lessons of Vietnam were “consistent with the 

option chosen.227”  Reagan’s withdrawal of the marines was consistent with Hypothesis 

1’s postulation that presidents between the Vietnam War and 9/11 deescalated mid-

conflict to avoid “incremental escalation” into a quagmire where success was 

“doubtful.”   

(4) What are the alternative explanations? 

“Reagan had been reluctant to admit failure in Lebanon,  

but the collapse of the Lebanese government and growing domestic opposition  

finally convinced him to withdraw the Marines.228” 

 

“The lesson of Vietnam was continually being cited to reject any use of military 

force unless in exceptional circumstances and with near total public support in advance.  

Does this, I asked, ‘mean there are no situations where a discrete assertion of power is 

needed or appropriate for limited purpose?  The need to avoid no-win situations cannot 

mean that we turn automatically away from hard-to-win situations that call for prudent 

involvement.229’” 
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There are three main alternative explanations to the hypothesis that historical 

“lessons” from the Vietnam War caused President Reagan to deescalate in Lebanon on 

February 7, 1984.  Bureaucratic politics is the first alternative.  According to this 

explanation, Reagan was struck with strategic paralysis, unable to decide upon and 

execute a successful Lebanon policy because of his own cabinet’s deep division about 

how best to address the situation.230  The second alternative is domestic politics.  

Growing congressional opposition, declining public opinion, and electoral year politics 

formed a political brew too formidable for Reagan to weather without jettisoning the 

military mission in Lebanon.231  The third alternative is that events in Lebanon changed 

Reagan’s decision calculus.  When the Lebanese government dissolved and the LAF 

ceased to function, the assumptions undergirding Reagan’s aspiration levels 

crumbled.232   

My explanatory variable, the Vietnam War lesson to avoid a quagmire and 

corresponding anticipated regret of not doing so, can work through bureaucratic, 

domestic, and international politics.  Dynamics of each alternative were present and 

interrelated, so they are not completely distinct from my Vietnam Ghosts theory.  

However, to distinguish as best as possible between the explanations, I first explain how 
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they could be made as institutional or structural arguments independent of my 

“Vietnam Ghosts” theory.  Using bureaucratic, domestic, and international politics as 

alternatives is useful—despite the overlap with my theory—because they are typical 

institutional explanations scholars use for explaining policy decisions and outcomes.  

Further, because they are commonly used explanations, my readers will expect to see 

them. 

After laying out the case for the alternatives as independent explanations, I 

analyze the evidence and compare the persuasiveness of the alternatives.  In doing so, I 

show that the bureaucratic and domestic politics alternatives lose much of their strength 

when they are stripped of the Vietnam analogies.  Then, I show that the international 

politics alternative, although more—but not completely independent of the Vietnam 

Shadow explanation—fails to account for the beginning of the administration’s move 

toward the exit.    

McFarlane made a bureaucratic politics argument that a conflict-averse Reagan 

was strategically paralyzed on Lebanon policy because of the fracture in his cabinet.233  

Weinberger may have leveraged Reagan’s conflict avoidance and inability to manage 

the rift between State and Defense to contradict the president’s orders for a retaliatory 
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strike against Syrian targets in November 1983.234  Weinberger viewed the marines at the 

Beirut airport as “sitting ducks235” and thought the mission was undertaking “fruitless 

tactics in pursuit of unreachable goals.236”  So he may have been motivated to stand up 

the Long Commission to increase pressure for withdrawal.237   Weinberger also initiated 

his own withdrawal planning, and framed it in a way to increase the odds of 

presidential approval.238  As early as December, Weinberger’s directions turned into an 

interagency “Strategy for Disengagement in Lebanon.239”  In the new year, Weinberger 

pushed the Joint Chiefs for a comprehensive withdrawal timeline.  When he deemed it 

insufficiently detailed, he cut them out of the revision process, expediting its completion 
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and presentation directly to Vice President Bush while Reagan and Shultz were out of 

town, and before the State Department could effectively parry the move.240   

Some of Weinberger’s actions, like disengagement planning, would be expected 

of a Secretary of Defense to provide options to the president.  On the other hand, an 

objective analysis would present the full range of options, and there is no indication the 

options presented included escalation.  Given all this bureaucratic maneuvering, it is a 

plausible explanation for Reagan’s withdrawal decision.  However, the “strategic 

paralysis” of which McFarlane spoke is a more accurate description of the time it took 

Reagan to leave following the embassy bombing than it is of the bureaucratic divide 

between his cabinet. 

Domestic politics offers a second alternative for why Reagan made the choice he 

did.  Grenada temporarily alleviated the precipitous overnight decline in support after 

the barracks bombing, and it was never made public.  The administration had privileged 

access to the data because they came from Reagan’s pollster, Richard Wirthlin.  The 

results were significant enough that “the White House staff soon became an active ally 

of the Pentagon in the campaign to withdraw the Marines.241”  Even without being privy 
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to those polling shifts, 57% believed that Lebanon could become a quagmire like 

Vietnam.242  By early January 1984, as shown in Figure 3.2, nearly 60% of the American 

people favored complete withdrawal, as opposed to 30% for the status quo, and only 5% 

in favor of escalation.243 

Congressional opposition was a factor as well.  Then Representative John 

McCain (R-AZ) mentioned themes important to the congressional debate in a September 

1983 speech.  They included concerns about U.S. interests, the mission, the legitimacy of 

the Lebanese government (even in September 1983), and sunk costs entrapment.244  He 

also spoke of anticipated regret about increased violence, but with a conviction of 

limited American ability to positively influence events in Lebanon.245  They were also 
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some of the same topics that the Secretary of Defense would later turn into the 

Weinberger Doctrine.   

Still other domestic factors were also at play.  In early December, three 

former CIA Directors urged Reagan to pull the marines out.246  A few weeks 

later, an independent House study released just prior to the Long Commission 

reached many of its same key conclusions.247  In early February the House was 

again considering a bill to force withdrawal.248  Election year politics also 

factored into the domestic environment.  McFarlane recounted that by Christmas 

1983, “it was clear we were at a moment of truth.  The next year was an election 

year. … And any foreign policy that put lives at risk was not going to make it 
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increase if we leave.  I regretfully acknowledge that many innocent civilians will be hurt.  But I firmly 

believe this will happen in any event.” 
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through … [that] filter.249”  General (Retired) Colin Powell indicated that Reagan 

wanted to establish a “decent interval” between the barracks bombing and 

withdrawal, perhaps to maintain appearances of strength prior to his reelection 

bid.250  Given all these dynamics, domestic politics is also a plausible explanation 

for Reagan’s withdrawal decision—though with caveats I discuss at the end of 

this section.   

Timing and MNF II requirements make Lebanese disarray the strongest 

alternative for Reagan’s deescalation decision and the most independent from my Vietnam 

lessons hypothesis.  Reagan took three and a half months to change course after the 

barracks bombing despite the worsening divide in his cabinet and domestic pressure.  

He repeatedly made emphatic public statements supporting the status quo, even after 

the barracks’ bombing,251 but had also said that an intact Lebanese government was a 
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requirement for continuation.252  Thus, the proximity of Lebanon’s disintegration to the 

U.S. change, separated by just a couple days, points toward it being the proximate cause 

forcing “Reagan to cut his losses.253”  According to this logic, American assumptions 

underlying the operation had finally been proven untenable.254  The resignation of 

Lebanese Shi’a cabinet ministers and LAF units rendered the Gemayel government 

illegitimate, incapable of effective governance, and unable to quickly restore order and 

security.255  This called into question the viability of the MNF endeavor and fed the 

critics’ narrative.256  Without a competent partner, any U.S. efforts—regardless of how 

great—were destined to fail.257   
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Despite its relative independence from war analogies compared to bureaucratic 

and domestic politics, international events related to the Vietnam War as well.  

Lebanon’s woes hearkened back to challenges with finding suitable South Vietnamese 

leaders with which to partner.258  It recalled the Vietnam lesson that weak or corrupt 

local governments contribute to quagmires.259  Additionally, the proximity factor does 

not account for administration thinking that had already contemplated an exit in the 

preceding months.260 

Other evidence that runs contrary to Vietnam’s impact comes from my phone 

interviews with executive and legislative branch officials.  When asked if Vietnam’s 

“lessons” played any role in the decision making, McFarlane paused a long time and 

replied unequivocally, “Absolutely not.261”  McFarlane went on to justify that answer by 

explaining that he had commanded the first company of combat troops to deploy to 
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Vietnam as a unit in spring 1965.  He had then served under Henry Kissinger in the 

Carter administration, assisting him with foreign policy and military affairs.  Thus, 

McFarlane said that if any of Reagan’s principals should have been cognizant of 

Vietnam’s germane lessons and mindful of avoiding the path to a quagmire, it was him.  

He claimed not to have seen any.262  McFarlane should have been leading the 

administration in evaluating such comparisons for any instruction they might provide 

for the current intervention.  Apparently, he did not.  Perhaps, too, Weinberger’s claim 

that “McFarlane’s ‘recollections,’ [which were] well known to be ‘flexible,’” applies 

here.263   

Two other figures agreed that Vietnam’s shadow was not important in Reagan’s 

decision.  Charles Hill said that “the president had his own view about the world and 

Vietnam really didn't come into it.264”  Arnold Punaro, the National Security Affairs 

Director for Senator Sam Nunn and then the Staff Director for the Senate Armed 

Services Committee, echoed that.  Punaro’s recollection is that Vietnam only mattered 

for the skeptics who needed something radioactive to increase the persuasiveness of 

their position against the president’s policy.265  
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Perspectives of limited Vietnam influence paint a murky picture of the impact of 

Vietnam’s Ghosts.  The aforementioned officials’ comments do raise questions but 

should be seen as what they are.  They are insights from one principal and a couple 

staffers nearly four decades after the fact, with many intervening events, that some 

evidence supports, and some does not.  Their views could be an honest matter of 

perception differences.  It could have been due to a lack of access to those with whom 

the lessons mattered during times when those individuals discussed the Vietnam War.  

In some cases, it may be a deliberate denial to make themselves or others look better.  It 

might have been a failure to see the war’s influence at work when the opposition sought 

something “radioactive” to latch onto.  Critics chose the Vietnam War to reinforce their 

arguments—not something else—for a reason.   

Regardless of the rationale behind their comments, other evidence depicts a 

different significance of Vietnam’s shadow.  Principals’ memoirs written relatively soon 

after the events transpired indicated Vietnam’s importance.266  The emergence of the 

Weinberger-Powell Doctrine less than a year after the exit also testified to the reality of 
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Vietnam-induced scars, topped by ones still fresh from Lebanon.267  Last, given Reagan’s 

desire to use Lebanon to vanquish Vietnam ghosts, it is not surprising that officials 

wanting to be persuasive when writing memorandums with exit options would avoid 

such connections—resulting in a dearth of references in official memorandums.   

In concluding my analysis of other explanations, it is important to distinguish 

between my sociological-based explanation and the institutional alternatives.  The 

former provided the substance upon which the latter relied.  The latter provided the 

proliferation mechanisms upon which the former relied.  Bureaucratic and domestic 

politics provided means for Vietnam’s lessons and cultural perspective to permeate 

government and society.  The power of Weinberger’s arguments, congressional 

opposition, media narratives, public protests, and international comparisons drew on 

Vietnam analogies.268  Like McCain’s, they related to Vietnam lessons.269  Apart from the 
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traumatic Vietnam experience that generated a universally shared understanding across 

America, bureaucratic and domestic politics regarding Lebanon policy would not have 

had the same power.270  But for the rallying cry of avoiding “another Vietnam” due to 

perceived similarities and repeated mistakes, it may have been important for Reagan to 

appear decisive by doubling down instead of withdrawing to avoid a quagmire.   

Hence, the alternatives’ plausibility does not completely discount the role 

Vietnam’s shadow had in Reagan’s decision.  With only one of the two U.S. centric 

elements at work—bureaucratic or domestic politics, but not both—and with a viable 

Lebanese partner, Reagan might have been able to weather the storm.  That was not the 

case, however.  The simultaneous confluence of (1) a divided cabinet; (2) domestic 

opposition—especially from Congress that impacted the administration’s option 

development and consideration;271 and, most immediately, (3) events on a downward 

spiral in Lebanon, compelled Reagan’s new decision calculus.  They were the tangible 
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means through which Vietnam’s shadow had an underlying and critical influence on 

Reagan’s decision for an exodus.    

(5) Did internal administration arguments differ from the public 
justifications? 

“Defeat isn’t bitter if you don’t swallow it.272” 

Reagan framed the policy pivot as a “redeployment” and as a series of “decisive  

new steps,273” but “to even neutral observers it seemed as if Hezbollah’s use  

of terrorism had achieved at least one of the organization’s political goals.274” 

 

The administration’s public justifications were consistent in some ways and 

differed from private rationale in others.  They were consistent regarding the enduring 

desire to support Lebanon, and regarding congressional influence on the policy change.  

They differed in who originated the change, beliefs about the Lebanese government’s 

viability, and the nature of the change.  Together, the differences highlighted the 

administration’s spin on a bad situation.   

One consistency between the private deliberations and public explanations of the 

new approach involved an initial desire to continue support to Lebanon.  Privately, in an 

internal administration memo dated February 13, 1984, just six days after the 
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announcement that the marines would be pulled out, the explanation for the move was 

explained.  "The intention is to redeploy our military resources in a way that can best 

help the Lebanese, without signaling a lessening in our resolve.  The United States will 

remain fully engaged.275"  Publicly, it was the same line.  The new strategy was meant 

“to help the Lebanese confront the terrorist threat that poses such a danger to 

Lebanon.276”  This language seemed to demonstrate that Washington did not intend to 

abandon Lebanon, and thought it possible to sell the redeployment in a way that others 

might understand America's commitment to be ongoing.   

Another area of relative congruence was the recognition of congressional 

influence.  The MNF Options memorandum explicitly discussed the need to sell a new 

Lebanon policy assertively, both domestically with Congress and internationally with 

Gemayel, as well as with MNF and regional partners.  It wanted to link the strategy 

change to an increase in “American staying power”—the positive outcome gained by 

appeasing Congress through removing the marines from BIA.  In fact, the political 

bargain that the administration had sought with Congress was an "expanded ROE in 
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exchange for total MAU [Marine Amphibious Unit] withdrawal.277"  The public reference 

to this compromise involved a more tacit recognition of the congressional role but did 

make it into the February 7th statement.  It implied that the new steps were cognizant of 

domestic political realities since they were “consistent with the compromise joint 

resolution worked out last October with the Congress.278”   

One key discrepancy between the private deliberations and public justifications 

concerned the impetus for a strategy change.  The move was ostensibly at the request of 

President Gemayel,279 though the Reagan administration pushed him to make the 

request to increase its legitimacy.280  A request from President Gemayel for such a 

"reorientation" would enhance Reagan’s ability to characterize the changed war policy 

as something other than a cut-and-run.  NSDD 123 admitted this.  "The objective is to 

encourage President Gemayel to request the type of reorientation described above 

[USMNF departure to ships, continued LAF training, and stronger ROE for naval and 
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air responses to threats against Beirut] from the U.S. and other MNF contributors.281”  

Having secured this “request,” it became part of the public justification in Reagan’s 

February 7 written explanation of the changed strategy.282 

Portions of the question and answer session following the policy change 

announcement reveal a second discrepancy.283   As Poindexter answered questions, he  

avoided the word ‘withdrawal’ but emphasized that ‘the immediate fighting in 

the streets of Beirut is a problem for the government of Lebanon and the 

Lebanese armed forces to control.’  This [Lebanese] government by now hardly 

existed, as Poindexter knew, but he could not say that.  Instead, he said that ‘the 

U.S. has not given up on the government of Lebanon.  We still support the 

government of Lebanon.  We think that it is a viable entity.’  But that was not the 

way it looked in Lebanon.284  

In reality, U.S. officials no longer saw the Lebanese government as “a viable 

entity.”  Instead, it had been seen as “impotent” for more than a month.285  Specifically, 

“it was now evident to McFarlane [Poindexter’s direct boss] that Amin Gemayel was 

incapable of making the concessions needed to form a united government of Lebanon, 
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and the national security adviser thought it irresponsible to risk more American 

casualties in this cause.286”  Moreover, U.S. officials realized that the developments in 

Lebanon were so bad that they would need to wait until the situation stabilized to 

resume LAF training.287   

A third difference was over the characterization of the strategy change, as 

indicated in Poindexter’s statement.  Publicly it was a “redeployment;288” privately it 

was acknowledged to be a “withdrawal.289”  A fourth difference regarded what the 

“sunk cost trap” decision meant for U.S. foreign policy.  Publicly it was a move that will 

“strengthen our ability to do the job we set out to do and to sustain our efforts over the 

long term.290”  Privately it was “one of the worst defeats of the Reagan 

administration.291”  The discrepancies showed that things were going badly in Lebanon 
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and the administration knew it, but did not want to acknowledge it openly.  Instead they 

tried to put the best possible face on those circumstances, and their reaction to them.292 

Conclusion 

“While these [Weinberger Doctrine] tests are drawn from lessons we have learned  

from the past, they also can—and should—be applied to the future.293” 

 

In September of 1983, a month before the barracks bombing, Anthony Lewis of 

the New York Times asked, “Might we be heading for another Vietnam in Lebanon?  

Involvement on such a scale seems unlikely.  But there is every reason to fear self-

inflicted wounds of a lesser but still significant kind, military and political.  For the 

American military role in Lebanon is growing in that same incremental way, 

accompanied by deceit and ignorance.294”  Evaluated in light of President Reagan’s 

withdrawal decision four months later, Lewis’ assessment proved mixed.  He was 

accurate that the Lebanon intervention resulted in what Secretary Weinberger regarded 

as self-inflicted wounds.295  If extrapolated as a prediction, Lewis was incorrect.  Reagan 
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eventually cut losses and brought the marines home instead of continuing to grow the 

operation incrementally as his predecessors had done during the Vietnam War.   

Therefore, this case is theoretically consistent with my theoretical expectations.  It 

meets both of Alexander George’s requirements to prove historical influence through 

process tracing.  The chapter shows that in addition to the decision being consistent with 

theoretical expectations (a deescalation), the relevant lesson was “on the minds of the 

central decision-makers and that it was used at important junctures in the policy 

process.296”  This was true for Secretaries Shultz and Weinberger (as well as key Senators 

and Congressmen),297 if not for the president.  Given the Vietnam lesson-driven policy 

rift within the administration, along with Congress’ impact on the administration’s 

thinking, memorandum writing, and option development, Vietnam’s lessons were 

important, though apparently more indirectly than directly.298   

                                                      

296 Khong, Yuen Foong. Analogies at War: Korea, Munich, Dien Bien Phu, and the Vietnam Decisions of 1965. 

Princeton University Press, 1992: 64. 
297 Shultz, George P. Turmoil and Triumph. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1993: 646. See also pgs: 649-

651.  Weinberger, Caspar.  “The Uses of Military Power,” November 28, 1984.  House Jt. Resolution 364, 

“Congressional Debate about Extending Authorization for the President’s Deployment of Marines in 

Lebanon,” Congressional Record, 98th Congress, 1st Session. House of Representatives, Vol. 129, Part 19, 

September 28-29, 1983.  CQ Almanac. “A Reluctant Congress Adopts Lebanon Policy,” accessed March 12, 

2016, at: https://library.cqpress.com/cqalmanac/document.php?id=cqal83-1198422.  Statutory Authorization 

Under the War Powers Resolution - Lebanon: Hearing and Markup Before the Committee on Foreign Affairs, House of 

Representatives, Ninety-eighth Congress, First Session (Washington, 1983). 
298 Memo, “MNF Options for the President” January/February 1984 [No specific date], Lebanon–MNF 

(Multinational Force) 1984 (2) folder, box 91136, Near East and South Asia Affairs Directorate: Records, 

Reagan Library.  

https://library.cqpress.com/cqalmanac/document.php?id=cqal83-1198422
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I found mixed evidence regarding whether Reagan considered the Vietnam War 

lessons to avoid a quagmire during his actual decision making.  A couple interviews 

suggest that he did not.299  However, I also uncovered evidence suggesting that his 

principal advisors were very cognizant of these lessons.300  The historical record is not 

clear on whether the connections were present at the time and affected the decision 

making or only came afterward.  Yet Secretary Shultz, the advisor most adamant about 

the mission’s importance and the least inclined to see historical analogies pointing 

toward an exit, indicated that “the lesson of Vietnam” was behind every attempt to 

thwart the use of military power in Lebanon.301  

Like Shultz, Weinberger reflected on the use of military power following the 

operation.  He developed six lessons from common themes encountered in Lebanon and 

in Vietnam, but that he feared had not truly been “learned.”  These lessons constituted 

tests he believed presidents should apply to determine if circumstances warranted U.S. 

military action.  U.S. vital national interests must be at stake.  America should apply 

sufficient resources to ensure it wins, “have clearly defined political and military 

objectives,” match appropriate resources to the ends sought, have popular and 

                                                      

299 McFarlane, Robert. Phone interview, April 4, 2016. Hill, Charles. Phone interview April 15, 2016. 
300 Reagan, Ronald. An American Life: The Autobiography. Simon and Schuster, 1990: 465-466. Shultz, George P. 

Turmoil and Triumph: My Years as Secretary of State. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1993: 646.  See also: p. 

649-651. Weinberger, Caspar W. Fighting for Peace. New York, New York: Warner Books, 1990: 180-181, 361.  
301 Shultz, George P. Turmoil and Triumph. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1993: 646. See also pgs: 649-

651. 
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congressional support, and use force as a last resort.302  Weinberger’s central motivation, 

and the purpose behind the tests, was to keep America from “being drawn inexorably 

into an endless morass, where it is not vital to our national interest to fight.303”  

Weinberger hoped his tests would influence future presidential decisions to use or 

adjust the use of force.  He wanted to save presidents the trouble of unnecessarily 

finding themselves in sunk cost traps, but to provide some means by which to extradite 

themselves should it happen.304 

Reagan came to appreciate these lessons later.  Though not definitive, his 

reflections are also compatible with having contemporaneously anticipated regret of the 

status quo or escalation, as driven by Vietnam lessons.305  Saddened by MNF II’s results, 

he called it “the source of my greatest regret and my greatest sorrow as president.306”  

Reagan also wrote that the experience in Lebanon led to the Weinberger Doctrine as “a 

set of principles to guide America in the application of military force abroad, and I 

would recommend it to future presidents.307”  These comments point to Reagan’s 

                                                      

302 Weinberger, Caspar.  “The Uses of Military Power,” Remarks Prepared for Delivery by the Hon. Caspar 

Weinberger, Secretary of Defense, to the National Press Club, Washington, D.C., November 28, 1984, 

accessed May 31, 2016, at: http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/military/force/weinberger.html. 
303 Weinberger, Caspar.  “The Uses of Military Power,” November 28, 1984. 
304 Weinberger, Caspar.  “The Uses of Military Power,” November 28, 1984. 
305 Reagan, Ronald. An American Life: The Autobiography. Simon and Schuster, 1990: 465-67. 
306 Reagan, Ronald. An American Life: The Autobiography. Simon and Schuster, 1990: 466. 
307 Reagan, Ronald. An American Life: The Autobiography. Simon and Schuster, 1990: 466. 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/military/force/weinberger.html
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recognition that he had escaped his own sunk cost trap, and that his Secretary of 

Defense’s tests might help other presidents avoid them altogether. 
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Chapter 4:  Somalia (1993) President Clinton’s Decision 
Making after “Black Hawk Down:” The Impact of Past 
Lessons on His Decision to Cut Losses 

“Exactly like Vietnam, Somalia became a symbol of everything  

that could go wrong in a foreign military operation; it seemed, indeed 

 to revalidate the Vietnam syndrome for a new generation.1” 

Introduction 

“Lessons” from the Vietnam War and Lebanon intervention directly influenced 

President William (Bill) Clinton’s decision to leave Somalia following the 1993 “Black 

Hawk Down” tragedy, but their greatest impact was indirect—through congressional 

opposition.  These historical “lessons” changed his risk calculus.2  They were a filter 

through which he deciphered the risks of feasible options.  Vietnam lessons had shaped 

Clinton’s thinking during formative years as a college student and an intern for Senator 

J. William Fulbright.3  When the nation encountered a sunk cost dilemma about how to 

respond to an unfruitful military intervention in a country with limited relevance to U.S. 

national security interests, Clinton had learned from that experience.  His reflection led 

him to prefer informed reassessment, admission of failure, and deescalation over 

mindless incremental escalations.4   

                                                      

1 Isaacs, Arnold R. Vietnam Shadows: The War, Its Ghosts, and Its Legacy (1997): 86-87. 
2 Clinton, William (Bill).  My Life.  New York: Random House. 2004: 554. 
3 Clinton, William (Bill).  My Life.  New York: Random House. 2004: 100-104. 
4 Clinton, William (Bill).  My Life.  New York: Random House. 2004: 103-104. 
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Lessons from U.S. involvement in these conflicts led Clinton to anticipate greater 

regret with the status quo or escalation than with cutting losses and withdrawing forces.  

In addition to his own predisposition against sunk cost inclusion for sunk cost trap 

decisions,5 influential Congressmen raised a Vietnam-era lesson against incremental 

escalations at the critical juncture when Clinton was determining whether and how to 

change course.6  At the same time, Lebanon provided a relatively recent example that 

reinforced Vietnam’s lessons by demonstrating that a president could withdraw from an 

overseas intervention and still be reelected.7  Yet Clinton made his decision based not 

only on historical lessons, but also within the context of the current political context.  

The lessons he drew from the American military experiences in Vietnam and Lebanon 

reinforced political factors already at work.   

                                                      

5 Clinton, William (Bill).  My Life.  New York: Random House. 2004: 103.  Drew, Elizabeth. On the Edge: The 

Clinton Presidency. Simon and Schuster, 1994: 328. 
6 Khong indicates that key determinates of the impact a lesson has on a presidential wartime decision is the 

degree to which it was on the minds of the “central decision makers” at critical junctures, and that the lesson 

“was consistent with the option chosen.”  Khong, Yuen Foong. Analogies at War: Korea, Munich, Dien Bien 

Phu, and the Vietnam Decisions of 1965. Princeton University Press, 1992: 64.  For accounts of Clinton’s 

interaction with important Congressional leaders during his decision making, see:  Drew, Elizabeth. On the 

Edge: The Clinton Presidency. Simon and Schuster, 1994: 328.  Halberstam, David. War in a time of peace: Bush, 

Clinton, and the Generals. Vol. 34. Simon and Schuster, 2001: 261, 263-264.  Brands, Hal. From Berlin to 

Baghdad: America's search for purpose in the post-Cold War world. Univ. Press of Kentucky, 2008: 133-134.   
7 Reagan did this even after citing the mission as central to American interests—something Clinton had not 

done.  Stephanopoulos, George. All too human: A political education, 2008: 217.  Drew, Elizabeth. On the Edge: 

The Clinton Presidency. Simon and Schuster, 1994: 326.  Wilkie, Curtis. “Beirut Revisited: Somalia is being 

compared to the ‘Quagmire’ in Vietnam, but Lebanon is the more Precise Analogy,” The Boston Globe, 

October 10, 1993, accessed March 29, 2016, available at: https://www.highbeam.com/doc/1P2-8248947.html.  

Clarke, Richard A.  Against All Enemies: Inside America’s War on Terror, 2004: 88.   

https://www.highbeam.com/doc/1P2-8248947.html
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By early October, the first year of Clinton’s presidency was not going well on the 

foreign policy front.8  Clinton saw the intervention in Somalia as part of his “assertive 

multilateralism” and enlargement new-look foreign policy as the first entirely Post-Cold 

War president.9  It had started out well but turned for the worse even before Black Hawk 

Down.  A faction acting under the direction of Somali warlord Mohamed Farah Aideed 

ambushed a Pakistani unit acting under United Nations (UN) mandate in early June.10  

U.S. and UN forces had been unable to apprehend Aideed.  An American helicopter was 

shot down at the end of September.  The Balkans were erupting in violence and 

considered a potential location for an American peace enforcement mission.   

Things were not going well on the home front either.  Unemployment remained 

high and Clinton had been unable to gain traction on his domestic agenda.11  The push 

for universal health care, arguably Clinton’s number one policy agenda, had not taken 

off.  His administration was attempting to stop the hemorrhaging and refocus on 

                                                      

8 National Security Council, Office of Press and Communications/Philip "PJ" Crowley, “Somalia [1],” OA/ID 

2011-0516-S, box 13, Clinton Digital Library, accessed May 26, 

2016: http://clinton.presidentiallibraries.us/items/show/48603: 2-7. Halberstam, David. War in a time of peace: 

Bush, Clinton, and the Generals. Simon and Schuster, 2001: 248.   
9 Brands, Hal. From Berlin to Baghdad: America's search for purpose in the post-Cold War world. Univ. Press of 

Kentucky, 2008: 131-136.   
10 Clarke, Richard A.  Phone interview with the author, July 5, 2016. 
11 Panetta, Leon and Jim Newton. Worthy Fights: A Memoir of Leadership in War and Peace. Penguin, 2014. 

http://clinton.presidentiallibraries.us/items/show/48603:
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domestic policy.12  As part of this move, Clinton looked to shift the American effort in 

Somalia from one centered around military action to one emphasizing a diplomatic 

track.13  This was designed to foster reconciliation among Somali clans and put greater 

onus on UN leadership.14  Yet the President and his team had not worked out the 

practical elements of this shift.  Furthermore, they had not communicated them to the 

military,15 despite the military being involved in all the administration’s meetings about 

military matters.16   

Finally, civil-military relations were at a low point.  Clinton had a poor 

relationship with the military.17  His personal Vietnam ghosts as a reported draft dodger 

did not sit well with the military.  His “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy further alienated a 

military more conservative than the general population18 and not ready for what they 

                                                      

12 Halberstam, David. War in a time of peace: Bush, Clinton, and the Generals. Vol. 34. Simon and Schuster, 2001: 

256, 258-259. 
13 Brands, Hal. From Berlin to Baghdad. University Press of Kentucky, 2008: 133.  Halberstam, David. War in a 

time of peace: Bush, Clinton, and the Generals. Simon and Schuster, 2001: 260. 
14 Hirsch, John L., and Robert B. Oakley. Somalia and Operation Restore Hope. United States Institute of Peace 

Press, 1995: 49-176. 
15 Dale and Shanna Shrader, and Steve Fowler.  In person interviews with the author, January 31, 2017 and 

December 7, 2017 respectively.  Dale flew the first U.S. helicopter shot down in Somalia on September 25, 

1993.  His wife, Shanna, was a logistician in Somalia.  Steve was an intelligence analyst in the Joint Special 

Operations Command.  None of the three had heard anything about Clinton’s intentions to pull out at the 

time of Black Hawk Down.  In fact, Shanna Shrader’s unit did not receive notice of an early redeployment 

until mid-November. 
16 Clarke, Richard A.  Phone interview with the author, July 5, 2016. 
17 Feaver, Peter D.  Armed servants: Agency, oversight, and civil-military relations.  Harvard University Press, 

2003. 
18 Feaver, Peter, and Richard H. Kohn. "Soldiers and civilians." The Civil-Military Gap and American National 

Security. Cambridge (2001): 93-94.  Halberstam, David. War in a time of peace, Simon and Schuster, 2001: 265. 
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believed amounted to a social experiment that endangered morale and readiness.19  

Employment in humanitarian and peacekeeping efforts rather than being reserved for 

conventional wars was another factor.20  For these reasons, some thought the military 

had never wanted to be in Somalia and were pushing for an exit.21   

Given all of these dynamics, conventional wisdom holds that Clinton’s decision-

making was a result of his non-culpability for the initial intervention decision or a 

byproduct of domestic politics.  According to the first theory, leaders culpable for the 

initial intervention decision have a stronger incentive than nonculpable leaders to 

escalate in a sunk cost trap because domestic audiences will only hold those culpable 

responsible for a loss.22  The second alternative is that congressional opposition and 

public opinion, influenced partially by casualties and a lack of success, explains his 

decision to withdraw.23  The other element of the domestic politics argument is that 

Clinton already felt that Congress had been inhibiting his domestic agenda.  Then 

Congress erupted again immediately after the Black Hawk Down incident.24  Clinton 

                                                      

19 See:  Feaver, Peter.  Armed servants, Harvard University Press, 2003: 239. 
20 The author witnessed this sentiment in his military career in the 1990s.  Some military members did not 

want to participate in peacekeeping operations, but instead wanted to be reserved for conventional wars. 
21 Clarke, Richard A.  Phone interview with the author, July 5, 2016.  This view runs contrary to empirical 

data.  See: Cochran, Shawn Thomas. Civil-military balance of resolve: The domestic politics of withdrawal from 

protracted small war. The University of Chicago, 2012. 
22 Croco, Sarah E. Peace at What Price?. Cambridge University Press, 2015.   
23 See: Mueller, John E. "War, presidents, and Public opinion." New York: Wiley. (1973).   
24 Drew, Elizabeth. On the Edge: The Clinton Presidency. Simon and Schuster, 1994: 325-329. 
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realized he did not want to spend the political capital on Somalia when he had bigger 

asks of Congress.  The non-culpability explanation lacks strength because Clinton had 

owned and expanded the mission over a period four times the length of his predecessor.  

The domestic politics theory ultimately fails to identify the underlying rationale for 

prevailing sentiments to withdraw—past lessons and anticipation of future regret.  My 

theory does so.   

This chapter utilizes the same five research questions as the other case study 

chapters to examine President Clinton’s hybrid decision.  It sets up that analysis by first 

summarizing the case.  Next, it describes Clinton’s aspiration levels.  It then proceeds 

through the five questions.  First, it explores why this situation qualifies as a “sunk cost 

trap.”  Second, it describes the options the Commander-in-Chief and his advisers 

considered.  Third, it looks at the role historical lessons and anticipated regret played in 

the decision, and whether that matched theoretical expectations.  Fourth, it considers 

alternative explanations for Clinton’s decision, and analyzes their explanatory power 

compared to that offered by historical lessons and anticipated regret.  Fifth, it examines 

the degree of consistency between Clinton’s private rationale for and public 

justifications of his decision.  It concludes with a brief discussion of how my research 

challenges the existing explanations by revealing the foundation upon which they are 
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based—i.e. that which constitutes the true explanatory variables (past lessons and 

anticipated regret).   

Case Summary 

“The policy was, in fact, changing dramatically, and no one was aware of it.25” 

The sunk cost trap following the Black Hawk Down tragedy is the focus of this 

case study.  President Clinton had to decide how to adjust war policy.  The United States 

lost eighteen soldiers at the hands of Somali warlords and their militias.  A dead 

American body was dragged through the streets of Mogadishu and one helicopter pilot 

was captured.  Shocked that a group of non-state actors did this to the highly trained 

American army, President Clinton reevaluated the U.S. mission in Somalia.26  Just four 

days later, on October 7, 1993, Clinton announced a combination escalation-deescalation 

strategy that substantially changed American war policy.  His hybrid plan combined 

immediate escalation with a timeline for complete withdrawal.  The focus was on 

facilitating deescalation without further loss of life.27   

                                                      

25 Halberstam, David. War in a time of peace: Bush, Clinton, and the Generals. Simon and Schuster, 2001: 

254. 
26 See:  Albright, Madeleine Korbel, Bill Woodward, and Lisbeth Warburg. Madam Secretary. New York: 

Miramax books, 2003: 145.  See also: Clinton, Bill. My Life. New York: Random House. 2004: 552-3.  Former 

U.S. Ambassador to the UN Madeleine Albright put it this way.  “I was appalled.  … I questioned every 

aspect of what we had done.  I had been a part of the decisions that had led to this.  What had we done 

wrong?  It was a nightmare” (145).  President Clinton reflected on it in these terms.  “The battle of 

Mogadishu haunted me.  I thought I knew how President Kennedy felt after the Bay of Pigs” (552). 
27 Clarke, Richard A.  Against All Enemies: Inside America’s War on Terror, 2004: 87. 
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Clinton’s aspiration to establish a foreign policy marked by assertive 

multilateralism and enlargement influenced his view of the UNOSOM II effort, as well 

as those which preceded it.  Some argued that there was a logical link between Somalia 

and the Balkans.  Both were seen as candidates for humanitarian assistance missions.  

According to this interpretation, President George H. W. Bush intervened in Somalia 

instead of Bosnia at the end of his term in office.28  Clinton, on the other hand, saw 

Somalia as a test bed for his assertive multilateralism.  As he assumed office, Clinton 

thought he could eventually intervene in Bosnia because of having conducted the 

American humanitarian mission in Somalia.29 

Clinton’s foreign policy perspective also contributed to increasing aspiration 

levels in Somalia.  As Clinton took office, UNITAF’s mission was narrowly scripted to 

deliver humanitarian assistance and ensure its safe distribution to the Somalia people.  

The George H. W. Bush administration purposefully limited the operation’s scope to 

narrow the mission and reduce the time necessary to complete its mandate.30   The Bush 

administration designed United Nations International Task Force (UNITAF), led by and 

comprised primarily of American military forces, to concentrate on the areas hit hardest 

                                                      

28 Hirsch, John L., and Robert B. Oakley. Somalia and Operation Restore Hope. USIP Press, 1995: 42.   
29 Feaver, Peter D.  Armed servants.  Harvard University Press, 2003: 256-272.  However, while tensions in 

Bosnia and the rest of the Balkans had been heating up for some time, Clinton did not intervene there for 

another couple years, perhaps partially due to how Somalia ended, and due to intervening events between 

1993 and 1995. 
30 Hirsch, John L., and Robert B. Oakley. Somalia and Operation Restore Hope. USIP Press, 1995: 145. 
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by the crisis, not on the entire country.31  Another limiting mechanism put in place by 

the Bush team involved not taking sides between competing warlords (neutrality) and 

rendering aid without bias (impartiality).32  U.S. Special Envoy Robert Oakley, a former 

Ambassador to Somalia, and Lieutenant General Robert Johnston, UNITAF’s 

commander, were adept at these approaches and avoided the robust activities associated 

with a nation-building effort.33   

The decision for UNITAF not to engage in institution building and economic 

reconstruction followed Bush’s intent.  It also aligned with the lesson Oakley learned 

from his involvement as a Foreign Service officer in the Vietnam War.  Oakley learned 

that lasting change can occur only if the host country takes ownership of the process.34  

UNITAF encouraged Somalis to provide their own local security, police reconstitution, 

and reinstitution of a judicial code.35   

Initial UNITAF efforts met with rapid success.  UNITAF accomplished its 

mandate during Clinton’s initial months in office.  UNITAF facilitated national 

                                                      

31 As a result, UNITAF focused on Mogadishu and some surrounding areas in the central portion of the 

country west of the capital city, and south to the port city of Kismayo.  See:  Hirsch, John L., and Robert B. 

Oakley. Somalia and Operation Restore Hope. United States Institute of Peace Press, 1995: 63-93. 
32 Interview with Ambassador Robert Oakley. “Ambush in Mogadishu,” PBS Frontline, 1995, available at: 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/ambush/interviews/oakley.html.  Hirsch, John L., and 

Robert B. Oakley. Somalia and Operation Restore Hope. USIP Press, 1995. 
33 Zinni, Anthony.  Director of Operations for UNITAF, phone interview with the author, July 28, 2016.   
34 Oakley, Robert B. "An Envoy’s Perspective." Joint Forces Quarterly 2 (1993): 52.  See also: Hirsch, John L., 

and Robert B. Oakley. Somalia and Operation Restore Hope. United States Institute of Peace Press, 1995: 63-95. 
35 Hirsch, John L., and Robert B. Oakley. Somalia and Operation Restore Hope. United States Institute of Peace 

Press, 1995: 63-145. 
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reconciliation conferences in January and March 1993 with fourteen clan-based factions 

led by rival warlords, leading to sporadic observation of an agreed upon cease fire.36  

UNITAF restored order, secured the road networks, and provided security for aid 

delivery to meet the humanitarian needs, stemming the famine and saving lives without 

attempting broader nation-building activities.37  Clinton inherited the Oakley and 

Johnston-led team from Bush and kept them in place for a few months until the United 

Nations Operation in Somalia II (UNOSOM II) replaced UNITAF May 4th.   

In line with his broader foreign policy agenda, Clinton had cooperated with the 

UN as it added nation-building as an aim through UNSCR 814 in March.  That 

broadened the UN mandate.  It represented a significant increase in what the United 

States and the UN was trying to accomplish.  UNOSOM II was now to stabilize broader 

swaths of Somalia, build a Somali police force, and support reconciliation between 

various Somali clans—in addition to delivering humanitarian assistance.38   

                                                      

36 See:  Addis Ababa General Agreement signed January 8, 1993 and Agreement to establish the Ad Hoc 

Committee on National Reconciliation, January 15, 1993.  See also: Hirsch, John L., and Robert B. Oakley. 

Somalia and Operation Restore Hope. United States Institute of Peace Press, 1995: 93-99. 

37 Zinni, Anthony.  Director of Operations for UNITAF, Phone interview with the author, July 28, 2016.  

Hirsch, John L., and Robert B. Oakley. Somalia and Operation Restore Hope. USIP Press, 1995: 49-99. 

38 “Resolution 814.” March 26, 1993. (S/RES/814). Official Record.  U.N. Security Council. 48th year.   
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In contrast to UNITAF’s success, and in line with Oakley and other officials’ 

predictions,39 operations started going poorly during the summer under UNOSOM II.40  

Somalis that appeared to be under Aideed’s control killed 24 Pakistani troops and 

wounded 50, including three Americans, when a UN force inspected five of Aideed’s 

weapons storage sites on June 5, including one at a radio station he controlled.41  The UN 

passed UNSCR 837 the next day, approving “all necessary measures” to bring those who 

committed the attack to justice.42  This added another objective to UNOSOM II’s mission, 

raids on warlords.43  

Clinton’s assertive multilateralism and inattention to the operation created the 

permissive environment for mission expansion and a policy-strategy mismatch.44  At the 

same time the aims were growing, Clinton was applying dwindling resources to 

                                                      

39 Zinni, Anthony.  Director of Operations for UNITAF, phone interview with the author, July 28, 2016.  

Zinni indicated that Somali warlords would take on UN forces, but not US forces. He quoted LTG Johnston, 

UNITAF Commander, as saying, “I’ll give it 30 days before it all blows up.” Hirsch, John L., and Robert B. 

Oakley. Somalia and Operation Restore Hope. USIP Press, 1995: 115.  They wrote, “It was virtually 

inevitable that a test of strength between Aideed and the UN forces would occur early on. Among other 

factors, there was a wide-spread Somali perception that UN-led forces would be weaker than UNITAF.” 

40 Halberstam, David. War in a time of peace: Bush, Clinton, and the Generals. Vol. 34.  Simon and Schuster, 

2001: 256. “Sending Howe there [as the UN Envoy to Somalia], this [Bush-era] associate thought, almost 

guaranteed that some kind of collision would take place between the U.S. and Aidid. … Howe would take 

[an Aidid provocation] as a personal insult … It was not a good choice.”   
41 Clarke, Walter S. "Testing the World's Resolve in Somalia." Parameters 23, no. 4 (1993): 52-54. 
42 Howe, Jonathan. Phone interview, July 27, 2016. Howe wanted Aideed brought to justice for this act. 

Howe added that it would be difficult to grant subsequent support requests and remain neutral—as proved 

to be the case. 
43 U.N. Security Council. 48th year. “Resolution 837.” June 6, 1993. (S/RES/837) Official Record. 
44 Halberstam, David. War in a time of peace: Bush, Clinton, and the Generals. Vol. 34. Simon and Schuster, 2001: 

254, 256, 258-260.  Interview with Bruce Jentleson, State Department official in the Clinton administration, 

February 25, 2016.   
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accomplish those ends. The tension between these conflicting pressures—to do more 

with less—was increasingly evident as the summer passed.  The National Security 

Advisor, Dr. Anthony Lake, later reflected that the Clinton administration “attempted 

too much” in Somalia.45 Military leaders in Somalia felt the responsibility to complete 

their mission and repeatedly requested heavy assets and Special Operations Forces 

(SOF) to address the ends-means gap.46  They usually saw these requests denied.47  

Civilian and military leaders in Washington purposed not to expand the resources, 

                                                      

45 Lake, Anthony. 6 nightmares: real threats in a dangerous world and how America can meet them. Little and 

Brown, 2000: 174.   
46 McCaffrey, Barry.  Phone interview, July 22, 2016.  To address the ends-ways mismatch, MG Thomas 

Montgomery, the Deputy UNOSOM II and head U.S. commander, had submitted multiple requests 

throughout the summer for heavy armor, mechanized infantry, attack helicopters, AC-130 gunships, and 

Special Operations Forces (SOF).  Dewar, Helen and Kevin Merida. "From Congress, More Questions." The 

Washington Post, October 5, 1993:  http://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1993/10/05/from-

congress-more-questions/ce194c11-1cc1-4fe7-a6fc-d9d0ef95ecee/, accessed September 21, 2015.  Poole, 

Walter S. The Effort to Save Somalia: August 1992 to March 1994, Office of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff: Joint History Office, 2005.   
47 Aspin explained his denial by saying that sending armored vehicles at that time would send mixed 

signals, muddle guidance to the field, and contribute to the domestic political controversy about the 

operation.  Drew, Elizabeth. On the Edge: The Clinton Presidency. Simon and Schuster, 1994: 331.  Aspin’s 

logic was a false dichotomy.  Aspin could have granted the request, for instance, while clarifying that the 

additional equipment was only for force protection purposes and that kill/capture missions were to cease.  

Additionally, Aspin could have clarified that he would only allow operations meant to keep relief supply 

lines open from that point forward.  Regardless, the message sent by Aspin’s denial was muddled by the 

policy speeches, Task Force Ranger’s recent deployment and free reign, passage of UNSCR 865 on 

September 22, and the lack of clear directives.  See:  Bolton, John R. "Wrong turn in Somalia." Foreign Affairs, 

New York: 73 (1994): 64.  The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs and primary military advisor to the president, 

General Colin Powell, retired a couple days before the Battle of Mogadishu.  The Vice Chairman, Admiral 

David Jeremiah, filled in while Powell’s replacement, General John Shalikashvili awaited confirmation.  All 

of these dynamics meant that the administration was preoccupied and not well equipped to effectively 

communicate policy nuances to field commanders.  Feaver, Peter. Armed servants. Harvard University Press, 

2003: 239-248.  Brands, Hal. From Berlin to Baghdad: America's search for purpose in the post-Cold War world. 

University Press of Kentucky, 2008: 129-135. 
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conflicted about the intent—accomplishing stated aims or biding time until the UN 

could assume the mantle.48  To critics, Somalia was developing into a potential Vietnam-

like quagmire49 with the capability to suck more and more resources without offering 

better prospects for success.50  The operation’s evolution really was not mission creep, 

but "a deliberate experiment in 'assertive multilateralism'" gone wrong.51   

As a result, Clinton’s aspiration levels had become less ambitious and distinct 

from those of the UN by summer’s end, but civil and military officials still lacked clarity 

about Somalia policy and how best to implement it.52  Despite casualties over the 

summer and an inability to capture Aideed, the administration voted in favor of UNSCR 

                                                      

48 The requests became part of an intra-military dispute about Somalia policy.  Despite Clinton’s strained 

relationship with the military at this point, the debacle with his Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell policy toward 
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War in a time of peace: Bush, Clinton, and the Generals, Simon and Schuster, 2001: 254, 256, 258-260.  Gordon, 
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http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/ambush/interviews/montgomery.html#tanks, accessed 
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Vol. 34. Simon and Schuster, 2001: 248-266.   
49 Howe, Jonathan.  Phone interview with the author, July 27, 2016.   
50 Bernstein, Richard. “The World; Against New Odds, The U.N. Insists on Helping in Somalia,” The New 

York Times, July 18, 1993, available at: http://www.nytimes.com/1993/07/18/weekinreview/the-world-against-
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52 Drew, Elizabeth. On the Edge: The Clinton Presidency. Simon and Schuster, 1994: 331.   
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865 on September 22.53  This affirmed the nation-building mission outlined in the 

previous UNSCRs just eleven days before Black Hawk Down.  Yet it also coincided with 

the administration’s private signal to the contrary that same day.54  Secretary 

Christopher had “met with [UN Secretary General] Boutros-Ghali and handed him a 

memo that explained the American belief that there had to be a new emphasis on 

finding a political settlement.  The search for Aidid had to stop.55”  The president quietly 

began seeking a way out of Somalia.56  Accordingly, only a day before and only a month 

after deploying Task Force Ranger, Lake foreshadowed an American departure publicly.  

“We have reduced our military presence by 80 percent and transferred lead 

responsibility for peacekeeping and reconstruction to the UN.  The withdrawal of our 

remaining combat troops is only a matter of time, but it must not come in a way that 

undermines all the gains made.57”  The clarity of Lake’s statement, however, was not 

universally shared. 
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Instead of making it explicit that the administration was heading for the exits in 

Somalia, the relevant policy addresses sent mixed, if not status quo signals.  On August 

27, Defense Secretary Aspin said that Clinton’s deployment of Task Force Ranger led to 

a “focus [that] is really much too narrow. … if there is to be a solution to Somalia's 

problems, it must be much more than a military solution. … Our overall criteria for 

success should include progress in the three focal elements: economics, political, and the 

security elements of the Somali problem.58”  This would include security operations in 

South Mogadishu, disarmament of Somali militias, and nation-building activities.59  

Aspin opened the aperture from a security focus to one that would involve more 

priority placed on the political realm.  Yet his security plan would tackle some of the 

most challenging dimensions of the problem not yet tried or successfully accomplished 

by either UNITAF or UNOSOM II, and ran contrary to UNITAF’s narrower approach—

not security measures likely to be completed in a short time frame.  On September 28 at 

the UN, contrary to Lake’s clear call for a pending American exit, Clinton praised “a 

stunning humanitarian rescue” and reaffirmed the need to “complete our mission and to 
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ensure that anarchy and starvation do not return just as quickly as they were 

abolished.60”  Accordingly, “The president and [National Security Advisor, Dr. 

Anthony] Lake did not seem able to give the administration a clear voice.61”  Thus, the 

addresses signaled more of a continuation of the status quo than a major departure from 

it.   

As a result, military members in the field and leaders in Washington D.C. were 

unclear of President Clinton’s Somalia policy right up until the Battle of Mogadishu.62  

General Powell had been a staunch advocate of limiting the Somalia operation,63 so 

should have been keen to identify any presidential directives in line with his own 

inclinations.  In his final two weeks of military service, however, Powell twice urged 

national leadership to pull out of Somalia because he saw no clear intention to do so.64  

The first of these occurrences was at a meeting of the National Security Council (NSC) in 
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late September;65 the second was during a retirement breakfast with the president on 

October 1st.66   

Contrary to the understanding at lower levels of the NSC staff during the same 

period,67 and Clinton’s statements after the tragedy that he had been on the way out,68 

General Powell sensed administration ambivalence, if not resistance.69  Richard Clarke 

affirmed this, saying he and the administration “did not deemphasize the military 

effort.70”  General (Ret.) Anthony Zinni, Director of Operations for UNITAF, did not 

perceive any tangible efforts to get out of Somalia prior to Black Hawk Down, and no 

timeline for exit.71  UN Special Envoy Jonathan Howe indicated multiple times that he 

“did not sense that the [Clinton] administration was on its way out during the months 

prior to Black Hawk Down.72”  This had been the consistent theme for so long that 

Powell finally determined he must support the commanders in the field if the 
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administration was not going to withdraw.73  This is why he recommended that Aspin 

approve the deployment of TF Ranger at the end of August.74  A month later as he 

retired, he still saw no movement toward an exit from Somalia.75 

Civilians serving within the administration were also confused and stymied in 

their ability to implement the president’s intent.76  An interagency team led by 

Ambassador David Shinn, the State Department’s coordinator for Somalia, concluded 

after a trip to Somalia July 19 to 27 that “political and humanitarian activities were not—

and must now become—closely integrated with military efforts.77”  U.S. Ambassador to 

Somalia, Robert Gosende, sent a cable September 18 outlining a political way forward 

that was designed to address this shortcoming.  Doing so signaled that he was unaware 
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of clear guidance, and was offering recommendations to Secretary Christopher and the 

president.  His cable suggested establishing a commission with representation from 

Aideed’s Habar Gidir clan, and reaching a plan with them for a cease fire, heavy 

weapons cantonment, and demobilization.  Gosende believed that Aideed would reject 

the plan, alienating many of his fellow clansmen and motivating them to provide 

information leading to Aideed and his lieutenants’ arrest.78  Instead of being rejected 

because of the impending exit, Gosende’s cable went unanswered.  This left him, like 

some on the Joint Staff, to conclude that the policy of hunting Aideed remained in 

place.79  

For some, the discrepancy was a matter of where individuals sat.  The civilians in 

Washington thought that by emphasizing diplomatic efforts they were implicitly 

downgrading emphasis on military tasks.80  They understood the Commander-in-Chief 

as heading for the exit.81  The military members on the ground saw operations against 

Aideed as complementary—perhaps even necessary—to change Aideed’s decision 
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calculus and lead him to be more cooperative with reenergized political measures.  

Raids would do that, capture or kill him, or facilitate his house arrest or exile in another 

country.82   

Mission expansion stemming from the new UNSCRs and this type of deliberative 

calculations is not mission creep.  It has its own strategic logic, which mission creep does 

not.  For those inattentive to the evolution in the mission, it did appear to be mission 

creep.  In reality, it was an issue of perception and leadership.  For those awakened to a 

new and enlarged mission by the tragic events unfolding in Somalia, the change seemed 

to have occurred via unintentional mission creep.  In fact, it had been the result of 

deliberate decisions by U.S. and UN officials who had not first counted (or understood) 

the potential cost.  It also reflected the absence of strong leadership and communication 

from the White House and the Pentagon.83 

Yet the approach against Aideed had not improved the situation over the four 

months (June through September) during which UNOSOM II had tried it.  Things had 

actually gotten worse.  It was an approach bound to encounter casualties, likely seeing 

the situation get worse before it got better.84  This strategy might have proved workable 
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had it been pursued with complete support from the president, as well as appropriate 

coordination between the military and civilian elements in Somalia, and between the 

United States and the UN.  It would also have required congressional and public 

support, which would have necessitated the exercise of significant political capital from 

President Clinton.  Task Force Ranger did not take these political developments into 

consideration, did not properly anticipate the political consequences of a raid gone 

wrong, or believed that continuing the raids to capture Aideed were a necessary 

component of the political plan.85   

Recognizing and mitigating political risk was not Task Force Ranger’s job, 

however.  It is impossible to mitigate all risk in armed conflicts, and Task Force Ranger 

had been given a mission to get Aideed.  It was decision makers’ responsibility, not 

theirs, to determine policy parameters within which TF Ranger was to conduct its 

mission.  TF Ranger had what they believed to be good intelligence and their best chance 

to date to snatch Aideed, so they conducted the mission.86  That was TF Ranger’s 

responsibility.  Arranging additional support was Garrison and Montgomery’s job, as 

well as those above them.  Addressing the political risk belonged to Clinton and his 

administration. 
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Clinton professed in his memoirs that he thought he had ordered a ramp down 

of military activity.87  Clinton apparently felt that was communicated directly through 

military channels or the various policy addresses,88 and through Aspin’s repeated 

declination of requests for additional equipment.89  However, it was neither clearly 

decided upon nor implemented effectively.  Some senior officers in the Pentagon saw 

the administration as changing trajectory, but the move was not translated into practical 

implications for the commanders in the field.90  Military units in Somalia received no 

orders to leave Somalia, to change Task Force (TF) Ranger’s operational approach—

whose sole job was to go after Aideed and his lieutenants, or to decrease military efforts 

in support of increased diplomatic engagement.91  Moreover, regarding attempts to net 
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Aideed, even if it is true that the president did not understand the ramifications, by his 

own admission, he had approved it “in general,” though not in the “particulars.92” 

Further, when the Commander-in-Chief questioned the military’s execution of 

the operation against Aideed, Clinton missed his responsibility.93  Clinton overlooked 

the fact that he, as Commander-in-Chief, could have centralized approval of certain 

missions.  That would have required his approval, or that of his Secretary of Defense, 

prior to Task Force Ranger launching certain operations—in a certain area of Mogadishu 

or during daylight.  That would have caused a delay in Task Force Ranger’s ability to 

respond to emergent intelligence, but would have increased control.  Moreover, Clinton 

had defended the raids to get the warlord following the loss of four American soldiers 

August 8th and eight more in September.94  Finally, Clinton’s approval tied him to the 

operation despite any desire—whether in place beforehand or contrived afterward—to 

pursue diplomatic efforts to the exclusion of military actions.    

Figure A.2 depicts the mission’s evolution and expansion over time from the 

Bush to the Clinton’s administrations, and from UNITAF to UNOSOM II.  The timeline 

is color coded based to show the various phases of the mission:  humanitarian 
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assistance, nation building, the addition of hunting Aideed, and escalation to 

withdrawal.  Within each of these stages, events are individually color coded to show 

when the passage of UNSCRs and the transition between UNITAF and UNOSOM II 

occurred.  The timeline also shows unit arrivals, significant operations, requests for 

additional assets, the timing of casualty producing events, and domestic and foreign 

policy developments.  Together, these events illustrate the context within which the 

“Black Hawk Down” tragedy took place.  Combined with the answers to questions one 

(why it was a “sunk cost trap”) and two (what feasible options the president had), they 

set the stage for Clinton’s sunk cost trap decision rationale described under question 

three. 

My theory behind Clinton’s decision rationale highlights the role anticipated 

regret and traumatic historical lessons played in his decision-making.  Accordingly, the 

theory directs us to look for evidence of potential outcomes that Clinton would regret, 

and the rationale behind his pursuit of an alternate future.  A strong case for this theory 

requires evidence that Clinton anticipated regretting status quo efforts or escalation, and 

that his calculations were influenced by traumatically learned lessons.  For instance, 

evidence that the Commander-in-Chief deescalated because he believed that would be 

less likely to result in a dreaded Vietnam-like quagmire would indicate my theory’s 

applicability in the Somalia case.  The design is to first offer evidence that lessons were 
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“very much on the minds of the central decision makers” (Clinton and his important 

advisors), and that they were “used at important junctures in the policy process.95”  The 

second goal is to provide empirically based analysis of which lessons mattered most, 

and to show that those lessons were “consistent with the option chosen.96”  Together 

these measures constitute Yuen Foong Khong’s two-pronged test for arguing that 

historical lessons influenced decision-making.  I turn now to my common set of case 

study questions.  I utilize them to uncover the rationale behind Clinton’s decision and to 

understand the degree to which it aligns with my theoretical framework.  

(1) Why was this a “sunk cost trap?” 

President Clinton faced a “sunk cost trap” in Somalia because the costs expended 

were not producing a positive return on investment; it was a failing foreign policy 

endeavor.  The United States had few recent successes and some noteworthy setbacks 

under UNOSOM II.  Although much less temporal, human, and financial costs had been 

invested in Somalia at the point of decision than would later be true in Iraq and 

Afghanistan, the effort was not inconsequential.  It was the U.S.’ first Post-Cold War 

peacekeeping operation, and Clinton’s first major overseas military operation.  

Moreover, it had lasted longer than originally envisioned by the Bush administration.  
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UNITAF undertook a noble cause and was initially successful in reducing the famine’s 

effects.  An expanded UN mandate (from UNSCR 814) accompanied by decreased 

resources and flawed strategies, however, resulted in a downward trajectory after the 

transition to UNOSOM II.  The operation was unable to net Aideed, lost soldiers, 

appeared untenable, and precipitously lost domestic support.97  It was failing to achieve 

Clinton’s more ambitious nation-building aspiration levels: inter-clan reconciliation, 

widespread security and disarmament, local police support, and judicial reform. 

Sunk Costs Quantified  

The American investment in Somalia at the time of President Clinton’s policy 

pivot had experienced sunk costs in multiple dimensions:  temporal, human, financial, 

and in terms of personal credibility and national prestige.  Table 4.1 summarizes the 

sunk costs, by category, at the time of President Clinton’s “sunk cost trap” decision.98  

Ten months had passed from the initial deployment under President George H. W. Bush 

to President Clinton’s “sunk cost trap” (December 1992 to October 1993).  The human 

death toll included 29 dead, with another 146 wounded during this same period.99  

                                                      

97 Logan, Carolyn. "US Public Opinion and the Intervention in Somalia: Lessons for the Future of Military-

Humanitarian Interventions." Fletcher Forum of World Affairs 20, no. 2 (1996): 156, 166-67.  See also:  Klarevas, 

Louis J. "Trends: The United States Peace Operation in Somalia." Public Opinion Quarterly (2000): 523-540. 
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change. 
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Financially, the United States had spent $1.2 billion from December 1992 to September 

1993 on combined expenditures, including military expenses, humanitarian assistance, 

and payments to support UN efforts.100 

                                                      

100 Sommer, John G. Hope Restored?: Humanitarian Aid in Somalia 1990-1994. RPG Refugee Policy Group, 

Center for Policy Analysis and Research on Refugee Issues, 1994: C-4 to C-5. 
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Table 4.1:  Sunk Costs Facing Clinton in Somalia 

Time Casualties Financial 

Investment 

Personal 

Credibility101 

National Prestige 

10 

months 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(12/9/92 

-

10/7/93) 

29 dead; 

146 

wounded.102 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(12/9/92 – 

10/7/93) 

Between 

$885 

million103 & 

$1.2 

billion.104 

 

 

 

 

 

(Dec 1992 – 

Sept ‘93) 

Support for the 

president’s handling 

of the operation 

dropped 50% between 

early April and 

October ‘93, from 84% 

to 33%.105  Poor 

polling data and 

alleged 

inattentiveness on 

Somalia meant 

Clinton’s personal 

credibility was at 

stake with his October 

7th “sunk cost trap” 

decision.106 

Prestige lost by suffering 

a battlefield “loss” / 

setback at the hands of 

non-state actors.107  “The 

potential message [that 

an immediate departure 

would signal to 

adversaries]: Kill and 

humiliate our people and 

the United States will 

immediately retreat.108”  

Indeed, “Al Qaeda and 

bin Laden … told one 

another, the United 

States had been 

humiliated by a Third 

World country.  Just like 

Vietnam.  Just like 

Lebanon.109” 

 

                                                      

101 I used a change in polls as a proxy measure for political capital spent domestically.   
102 Logan, Carolyn. "US Public Opinion and the Intervention in Somalia: Lessons for the Future of Military-
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103 Peace Operations: Cost of DOD Operations in Somalia, Chapter Report, March 4, 1994, GAO/NSIAD-94-88. 
104 Sommer, John G. Hope Restored?: Humanitarian Aid in Somalia 1990-1994, 1994: p. C-4 to C-5.  This figure 

includes DOD expenditures, humanitarian assistance, and payments to support UN efforts.  
105 See: Logan, Carolyn. "US Public Opinion and the Intervention in Somalia: Lessons for the Future of 

Military-Humanitarian Interventions." Fletcher Forum of World Affairs 20, no. 2 (1996): 156, 166-67.  Jentleson, 

Bruce W., and Rebecca L. Britton. "Still Pretty Prudent Post-Cold War American Public Opinion on the Use 

of Military Force." Journal of Conflict Resolution 42, no. 4 (1998): 395-417. 
106 Halberstam, David. War in a time of peace, Simon and Schuster, 2001: 254, 256, 258-260. 
107 Brands, Hal. From Berlin to Baghdad, University Press of Kentucky, 2008: 270.   
108 Lake, Anthony. 6 nightmares, Little and Brown, 2000: 129. 
109 Clarke, Richard A.  Against All Enemies: Inside America’s War on Terror, Free Press, 2004: 88. 



 

 

241 

Clinton’s personal credibility was also at stake, as shown by using opinion polls 

about his handling of the situation as a proxy measure.  Clinton had lost a lot of political 

capital since spring.  Polling shows that the public’s approval of his handling of the 

operation had dropped some 50% since early April.  Support for the president’s 

handling of the Somalia intervention had ranged between 77-84% from assuming office 

through early April.  By October, those numbers hovered around 33% [See Figures A.3 

and A.4].110  As a proxy measure for the change in Clinton’s credibility on Somalia, this 

change in polling numbers shows that—in just six months—he had suffered a reduction 

in more than half of his political capital for managing the intervention.   

Less political capital translated to less operating freedom.  It did not help that 

there was a persistent perception that his foreign policies were ineffectual and that he 

was inattentive on Somalia.111  Even Secretary Aspin felt that way, “complaining to his 

close friend [Democratic Representative] Lee Hamilton that getting instructions from the 

White House about the policy in Somalia and other issues was hard.112”  In addition, 

                                                      

110 See: Logan, Carolyn. "US Public Opinion and the Intervention in Somalia: Lessons for the Future of 

Military-Humanitarian Interventions." Fletcher Forum of World Affairs 20, no. 2 (1996): 156, 166-67.  Jentleson, 

Bruce W., and Rebecca L. Britton. "Still Pretty Prudent Post-Cold War American Public Opinion on the Use 

of Military Force." Journal of Conflict Resolution 42, no. 4 (1998): 395-417. 
111 Drew, Elizabeth. On the Edge: The Clinton Presidency. Simon and Schuster, 1994: 326.  Halberstam, David. 

War in a time of peace: Bush, Clinton, and the Generals. Simon and Schuster, 2001: 254, 256, 258-260 
112 Halberstam, David. War in a time of peace: Bush, Clinton, and the Generals. Simon and Schuster, 2001: 256. 
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Clinton’s leadership of the military was compromised due to a bungled effort to lift the 

ban on homosexual service and because of his reputation as a “draft dodger.113”   

Figure 4.1 tells a story initially similar in that Clinton’s overall job approval, like 

his polling specifically on Somalia, had declined significantly from January to June.  

However, over the following few months and headed into his sunk cost trap, the 

president had managed to recover most of the lost ground.  Interestingly, he bottomed 

out on June 5-6th, the same time as Aideed-inspired fighters ambushed the Pakistani 

element of the UN force.  His poll numbers then were at 37% approval and 49% 

disapproval.114  This was a drop of 21%, or approximately 1/3, from when Clinton took 

office.115  It ended up being the lowest point of his entire eight years as president.  

However, by the time of the Battle of Mogadishu, Clinton had rebounded to somewhere 

between 50-56% approval—a substantial improvement.116  This recovery in overall 

approval likely meant that Clinton’s hand was not completely forced by the domestic 

political situation he faced.  His domestic support base was tenuous though.  The rocky 

                                                      

113 Feaver, Peter.  Armed servants: Agency, oversight, and civil-military relations.  Harvard Univ. Press, 2003: 239. 
114 Gallup Presidential Approval Ratings (Bill Clinton), 1993, at: 

https://news.gallup.com/poll/116584/presidential-approval-ratings-bill-clinton.aspx, accessed July 25, 2018. 
115 Gallup Presidential Approval Ratings (Bill Clinton), 1993, at: 

https://news.gallup.com/poll/116584/presidential-approval-ratings-bill-clinton.aspx, accessed July 25, 2018. 
116 Gallup Presidential Approval Ratings (Bill Clinton), 1993, at: 

https://news.gallup.com/poll/116584/presidential-approval-ratings-bill-clinton.aspx, accessed July 25, 2018. 
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trajectory he had faced thus far in his first year in office117 and distrust among senior 

military leaders118 contributed to this.  So too did a robust domestic agenda for which he 

needed congressional support.119 

 
Figure 4.1:  President Clinton’s Overall Job Approval - 1993120 

 

The damage was not just for the president, but also for the nation.  American 

military forces had been stymied for several months in capturing a warlord in a third 

world country.  Elite U.S. units had just lost eighteen soldiers and had two helicopters 

shot down at the hands of non-state actors.  In addition, the stakes changed after 
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119 Halberstam, David. War in a time of peace: Bush, Clinton, and the Generals. Simon and Schuster, 2001: 248.  
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October 3.  Deterrence of future adversaries would be more difficult if they perceived 

that America would always abandon its foreign policy aims and head home after losing 

some soldiers.121  This became apparent a few years later when Osama bin Laden and Al 

Qaeda used Somalia as an example of American fecklessness in the group’s declaration 

of war against the United States.  Bin Laden assessed that America had left Somalia 

“defeated,” “in humiliation,” and having revealed “weakness and powerlessness” 

because Clinton’s promises of revenge “were merely preparation for withdrawal.122”   

Yet, as Clinton assessed during the decision making, multiple components 

comprise national prestige.  Despite U.S. capability as a superpower, he said that “We 

are also not gonna flatten Mogadishu. … Everybody in the world knows we could do 

that.  We don’t have to prove that to anybody.123”  Clinton’s assessment in this way 

followed the Hans Morgenthau line of reasoning that credibility derives from a 

combination of resolve and judgment.124   

                                                      

121 Brands, Hal. From Berlin to Baghdad. University Press of Kentucky, 2008: 270.   
122 Osama bin Laden, “Declaration of Jihad against the Americans Occupying the Land of the Two Holiest 
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123 Clarke, Richard A.  Against All Enemies: Inside America’s War on Terror, 2004: 87-88.   
124 Morgenthau, Hans J. "To intervene or not to intervene." Foreign Affairs. Vol. 45, No. 3, (1967): 425-436. 
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Given this and the sunk costs, Clinton’s decision making with his national 

security team centered on the importance of appearing strong despite the tragedy and 

eventual U.S. departure.  “It was all about how to get out, or more accurately, how to cut 

and run without looking like we were cutting and running.125”  His address to the nation 

and his letter to Congress announcing his policy change reinforced the importance of 

credibility as perceived by others.  Clinton told Americans October 7th, “I am proposing 

this plan because … if we were to leave today, … [o]ur own credibility with friends and 

allies would be severely damaged.  Our leadership in world affairs would be 

undermined at the very time when people are looking to America to help promote peace 

and freedom in the Post-Cold War world.  And all around the world, aggressors, thugs, 

and terrorists will conclude that the best way to get us to change our policies is to kill 

our people.126”  Clinton wrote to Congress on October 13th, “Having been brutally 

attacked, were American forces to leave [Somalia] now we would send a message to 

terrorists and other potential adversaries around the world that they can change our 

policies by killing our people.  It would be open season on Americans.127”  That showed 

Clinton’s belief that any loss of prestige would result not so much from the battlefield 

losses, but from adversaries’ perceptions of weakness.  The relevance of credibility 

                                                      

125 Halberstam, David. War in a time of peace: Bush, Clinton, and the Generals. Simon and Schuster, 2001: 264. 
126 Clinton, William. “Address to the Nation on Somalia,” October 7, 1993.   
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related sunk (and future) costs tipped Clinton’s hand to potential enemies by suggesting 

the escalation was a temporary façade, increasing the odds of a self-fulfilling prophecy 

coming true.128   

Sunk Costs Salience 

Human sunk costs were more relevant than other sunk costs in shaping 

President Clinton’s decision-making.129  The Commander-in-Chief was “casualty 

phobic,” and because of his personal Vietnam shadows, “doubted his own moral 

authority to order people to their deaths.130”  While communicating his policy change 

decision to the Counterterrorism Security Group Director, Richard Clarke, Clinton said, 

“‘No more U.S. troops get killed, none.  Do what you have to do, whatever you have to 

do.131’”  Thus, the casualties experienced so far influenced the implementation of 

Clinton’s new policy.132  This is what John Mueller’s casualties’ hypothesis would 

                                                      

128 Halberstam, David. War in a time of peace: Bush, Clinton, and the Generals. Simon and Schuster, 2001: 264.  
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expect,133 but in a direction opposite that which some sunk cost effect scholars would 

expect.  Instead of leading Clinton to double down on the investment already paid in 

blood, they were an expenditure he did not want to repeat.134   In this way they 

contributed to his desire to cut losses, extracting himself and the country from the 

Somalia endeavor.    

Prior temporal and financial investments were low level factors but were not 

primary considerations for the president.135  The ten months already sunk into efforts to 

improve Somalia’s humanitarian crisis and to set it on a sustainable path had led to low 

level war weariness since there was little recent progress to show for that temporal 

investment.136  In fact, even in the weeks prior to “Black Hawk Down” the 
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administration recognized that things were getting worse, not better, and wanted to 

change direction.137  In Clinton’s words, he wanted to “‘get the U.N. to finally show up 

and take over.138’”  Financially, the $1.2 billion already spent was not a concern for the 

president or his administration.139  It was for Congress, though, and had come up during 

congressional testimony.140  Moreover, Senator Byrd’s proposed amendment to the 

National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) threatened to defund all Somalia 

operations beyond November 15.141   

Clinton’s Somalia decision became a major policy pivot point because of intense 

executive and legislative branch reactions to the Battle of Mogadishu.  The incident 
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“haunted” Clinton.142  U.S. Ambassador to the UN, Madeleine Albright reflected on it as 

a “nightmare.143”  Lake characterized it as “a failure” that led to “terrible humiliation” 

when the United States was again “unable or unwilling to bring American power to bear 

in effective ways” elsewhere.144  Congress was in an uproar.145  Support among the 

American people had reached its lowest point since the operation began.146  The 

tragedy’s psychological impact on Clinton and his key advisors, coupled with his 

professed intent to focus on political solutions,147 ensured the tragedy became immediate 

cause for a major policy review.148   
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The analysis so far has focused on what the sunk costs were and a brief analysis 

of why they were important.  The next question examines the options available to the 

president in light of those sunk costs.   

(2) What were the president’s options and what strategy did he 
implement?  

Clinton felt he faced a less than satisfying array of options.  “The president felt 

trapped between two bad options: accepting failure by abandoning an ill-conceived 

operation, or avenging today’s losses by going in with “decisive force” to defeat the 

Somali warlords.149”  Because of the recent losses, Clinton looked to make an immediate 

change.150  The status quo approach was seen as politically untenable.  In fact, 

“continuing the old policy, now fully orphaned, was not discussed” during the six-hour 

meeting.151  So the only question was what that change should entail: an escalation or 

deescalation of commitment, or a combination of the two.152  Clinton’s national security 

team presented him with four options when they met on Tuesday, October 5th following 

his return from California.153  Figure 4.2 illustrates these options on a quadrant graph 

depicting military and political components.  Military escalation and deescalation form a 
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sliding scale spectrum on the x-axis, with deescalation at the left and escalation at the 

right.  On the y-axis, political escalation is at the top and political deescalation at the 

bottom.   

In practice, Clinton’s options in his Somalia sunk cost trap included a similar array 

of options militarily and diplomatically to these conceptual courses of action.  Clinton’s 

team, including National Security Advisor Dr. Anthony Lake, Secretaries Les Aspin and 

Warren Christopher, and Political Advisors David Gergen and George Stephanopoulos, 

presented him with a few options.  Clinton could have ordered an immediate 

withdrawal.154  He could have continued to press Aideed militarily with U.S. forces, or 

Clinton could have sought a diplomatic settlement, with a phased U.S. withdrawal.155   The 

first option involved military deescalation.  The purpose of this option, as discussed by the 

principals, would be to “drop the military approach and try to find a face-saving way to 

get out156” (“Face-Saving Option” in Figure 4.2).   

The second option could have taken the form of the status quo or a military 

escalation.  An escalation would increase the military presence (vertical escalation) and 
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2001:  264.  Stephanopoulos, George. All too human: A political education, 2008: 214.  Drew, Elizabeth. On the 

Edge: The Clinton Presidency. Simon and Schuster, 1994: 326-328. 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1993/10/05/from-congress-more-questions/ce194c11-1cc1-4fe7-a6fc-d9d0ef95ecee/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1993/10/05/from-congress-more-questions/ce194c11-1cc1-4fe7-a6fc-d9d0ef95ecee/
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attempt to pacify south Mogadishu (horizontal escalation), per Secretary Aspin’s recent 

focus on the continued violence there.157  It is labeled as the “Escalate Option” in Figure 

4.2.158  Senators Sam Nunn (D-GA) and David Pryor (D-AR) told Clinton that if he wanted 

to escalate the American commitment in Somalia, he should ask for all the troops he 

would need at once instead of in gradual increments.  This, they inferred, would avoid the 

“ghosts” of gradual escalation lingering from Vietnam.159  The third option would have 

involved a political and diplomatic escalation, followed by a time phased or conditions 

based military deescalation.  It would limit military operations and focus on diplomatic 

efforts to reach a political settlement (“Hybrid Option 1”).   

 

 

                                                      

157 Aspin, Leslie Jr., “U.N. Intervention in Somalia.” Speech at the Center for Strategic and International 

Studies, August 27, 1993, C-SPAN video, 23:05, at: http://www.c-span.org/video/?49523-1/un-intervention-

somalia. 
158 Stephanopoulos, George. All too human: A political education, 2008: 214.  Drew, Elizabeth. On the Edge: The 

Clinton Presidency. Simon and Schuster, 1994: 326.   
159 Drew, Elizabeth. On the Edge: The Clinton Presidency. Simon and Schuster, 1994: 328. 

http://www.c-span.org/video/?49523-1/un-intervention-somalia
http://www.c-span.org/video/?49523-1/un-intervention-somalia
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Figure 4.2:  Clinton’s (Somalia) “Sunk Cost Trap” Response Options 

 

The hybrid option developed by Clinton and his advisors involved another 

combination approach that would increase the number of troops (vertical escalation), keep 

the pressure on Aideed (a status quo activity), and yet focus on negotiating a political 

settlement with him (“Hybrid Option 2”).160  No one advocated simply continuing the 

mission with the same strategy and the same number of forces (the status quo).161  Nor did 

anyone argue for withdrawing immediately, though this was the general sentiment in 

                                                      

160 Drew, Elizabeth. On the Edge: The Clinton Presidency. Simon and Schuster, 1994: 326. 
161 Halberstam, David. War in a time of peace: Bush, Clinton, and the Generals. Simon and Schuster, 2001:  264.   
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Congress,162 and arguably among some of the American people initially—though a strand 

of popular opinion also favored retaliatory strikes against Aideed.163  Clinton’s desire to 

protect U.S. forces’ withdrawal, to facilitate the transition to the UN, and to guard against 

bad signals that a cut-and-run approach might send to terrorists became the latest iteration 

of his aspiration levels’ evolution, and made the hybrid options more attractive than the 

other courses discussed.164   

Clinton’s inclination also aligned with what was possible given the domestic 

political situation—based both on congressional opposition and popular support trends.  

Using multiple polls, Graphs 4.2 and 4.3 show the declining support for the operation, 

and for the president’s handling of it, based on the type of mission being pursued.165  

The trend lines in the graphs mirror each other.  As the mission became more robust, 

less resources were levied against it, and prospects for success for the new missions 

                                                      

162 Brands, Hal. From Berlin to Baghdad: America's search for purpose in the post-Cold War world. University Press 

of Kentucky, 2008: 134. 
163 Survey sponsored by CNN and USA Today.  Conducted by Gallup Organization on Oct. 5, 1993, and 

based on telephone interviews with a national adult sample of 525.  USGALLUP.422016.Q08.  Dataset: 

USAIPOCNUS1993-422016.  Data by The Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, Univ. of Connecticut, 

accessed Oct. 7, 2015, at:  

http://www.ropercenter.uconn.edu/CFIDE/cf/action/ipoll/ipollResult.cfm?label=&keyword=USAIPOCNUS1

993%20422016&fromDate=&toDate=&organization=Any&keywordOptions=4&start=1&id=&exclude=&exclu

deOptions=1&topic=Any&sortBy=BEG_DATE_DESC&archno=USAIPOCNUS1993-422016&studyid=. 
164 Clinton, William.  Letter to Congress, October 13, 1993. 
165 The data in Graphs 4.2 and 4.3 come from various news agencies’ polls.  Accessed October 5, 2015; found 

at: 

https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/CFIDE/cf/action/ipoll/ipollResult.cfm?keyword=somalia&exclude=&topic=A

ny&organization=Any&fromDate=1992&toDate=1994&questionViewId=&label=&studyId=&sortBy=BEG_D

ATE_DESC&search.x=52&search.y=12.  In Figure A.4, note that: (a) “W” stands for “Washington Post” data. 

http://www.ropercenter.uconn.edu/CFIDE/cf/action/ipoll/ipollResult.cfm?label=&keyword=USAIPOCNUS1993%20422016&fromDate=&toDate=&organization=Any&keywordOptions=4&start=1&id=&exclude=&excludeOptions=1&topic=Any&sortBy=BEG_DATE_DESC&archno=USAIPOCNUS1993-422016&studyid
http://www.ropercenter.uconn.edu/CFIDE/cf/action/ipoll/ipollResult.cfm?label=&keyword=USAIPOCNUS1993%20422016&fromDate=&toDate=&organization=Any&keywordOptions=4&start=1&id=&exclude=&excludeOptions=1&topic=Any&sortBy=BEG_DATE_DESC&archno=USAIPOCNUS1993-422016&studyid
http://www.ropercenter.uconn.edu/CFIDE/cf/action/ipoll/ipollResult.cfm?label=&keyword=USAIPOCNUS1993%20422016&fromDate=&toDate=&organization=Any&keywordOptions=4&start=1&id=&exclude=&excludeOptions=1&topic=Any&sortBy=BEG_DATE_DESC&archno=USAIPOCNUS1993-422016&studyid
https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/CFIDE/cf/action/ipoll/ipollResult.cfm?keyword=somalia&exclude=&topic=Any&organization=Any&fromDate=1992&toDate=1994&questionViewId=&label=&studyId=&sortBy=BEG_DATE_DESC&search.x=52&search.y=12
https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/CFIDE/cf/action/ipoll/ipollResult.cfm?keyword=somalia&exclude=&topic=Any&organization=Any&fromDate=1992&toDate=1994&questionViewId=&label=&studyId=&sortBy=BEG_DATE_DESC&search.x=52&search.y=12
https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/CFIDE/cf/action/ipoll/ipollResult.cfm?keyword=somalia&exclude=&topic=Any&organization=Any&fromDate=1992&toDate=1994&questionViewId=&label=&studyId=&sortBy=BEG_DATE_DESC&search.x=52&search.y=12
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diminished, the approval ratings dropped precipitously.  After having lost three U.S. 

soldiers on August 8 and another three on September 22, support was already at 40%.  It 

was down from a high of 80% as late as early spring.  Although suffering a little bit of a 

dip after “Black Hawk Down,” support remained relatively constant despite fallout 

from the battle.  Moreover, 77% said that an attack on U.S. troops, like the one on 

October 3, warranted a stronger response,166 and 71% wanted to continue hunting 

Aideed.167  So, while some assert that Somalia reinforced the “powerful myth” of a 

casualty phobic public, a closer reading of polling data shows the importance of mission 

type, and “provides more evidence of a defeat phobic public than a casualty phobic 

public.168”  The next sub-section explains the actual hybrid strategy implemented. 

                                                      

166 Time/CNN/Yankelovich Partners survey, October 7, 1993, Dataset: USAIPOCNUS1993-422016, available 

at: 

https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/CFIDE/cf/action/ipoll/ipollResult.cfm?keyword=somalia&exclude=&topic=A

ny&organization=Any&fromDate=1992&toDate=1994&questionViewId=&label=&studyId=&sortBy=BEG_D

ATE_DESC&search.x=52&search.y=12, accessed October 5, 2015.  In the same poll, 35% also indicated that 

“no goal is worth the death of one more U.S. soldier.”  Although not a majority, the totality of this data 

paints a complicated picture. 
167 CNN, USA Today, and Gallup survey, October 5, 1993, Dataset: USAIPOCNUS1993-422016, available at: 

https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/CFIDE/cf/action/ipoll/ipollResult.cfm?keyword=somalia&exclude=&topic=A

ny&organization=Any&fromDate=1992&toDate=1994&questionViewId=&label=&studyId=&sortBy=BEG_D

ATE_DESC&search.x=52&search.y=12, accessed October 5, 2015. 
168 Feaver, Peter D., and Christopher Gelpi.  Choosing your battles: American civil-military relations and the use of 

force.  Princeton University Press, 2004:  136, 148.  See also:  Burk, James. "Public support for peacekeeping in 

Lebanon and Somalia: Assessing the casualties hypothesis." Political science quarterly 114, no. 1 (1999): 53-78.   

https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/CFIDE/cf/action/ipoll/ipollResult.cfm?keyword=somalia&exclude=&topic=Any&organization=Any&fromDate=1992&toDate=1994&questionViewId=&label=&studyId=&sortBy=BEG_DATE_DESC&search.x=52&search.y=12
https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/CFIDE/cf/action/ipoll/ipollResult.cfm?keyword=somalia&exclude=&topic=Any&organization=Any&fromDate=1992&toDate=1994&questionViewId=&label=&studyId=&sortBy=BEG_DATE_DESC&search.x=52&search.y=12
https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/CFIDE/cf/action/ipoll/ipollResult.cfm?keyword=somalia&exclude=&topic=Any&organization=Any&fromDate=1992&toDate=1994&questionViewId=&label=&studyId=&sortBy=BEG_DATE_DESC&search.x=52&search.y=12
https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/CFIDE/cf/action/ipoll/ipollResult.cfm?keyword=somalia&exclude=&topic=Any&organization=Any&fromDate=1992&toDate=1994&questionViewId=&label=&studyId=&sortBy=BEG_DATE_DESC&search.x=52&search.y=12
https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/CFIDE/cf/action/ipoll/ipollResult.cfm?keyword=somalia&exclude=&topic=Any&organization=Any&fromDate=1992&toDate=1994&questionViewId=&label=&studyId=&sortBy=BEG_DATE_DESC&search.x=52&search.y=12
https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/CFIDE/cf/action/ipoll/ipollResult.cfm?keyword=somalia&exclude=&topic=Any&organization=Any&fromDate=1992&toDate=1994&questionViewId=&label=&studyId=&sortBy=BEG_DATE_DESC&search.x=52&search.y=12
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The Implemented Strategy 

Clinton announced his new policy October 7, 1993.  It no longer involved an 

active attempt to net Aideed.  The decision was a return to UNITAF’s policy in that 

regard—an approach of engaging, rather than targeting Aideed.  This man had 

American blood on his hands, his actions had facilitated the desecration of American 

bodies, and he still held Chief Warrant Officer Michael Durant.  TF Ranger was eager to 

avenge their losses from the Battle of Mogadishu.  Instead of conducting operations to 

kill or capture Aideed, however, the administration directed them to ferry Aideed to 

diplomatic engagements that sought political and social reconciliation among Somali 

tribes.169   

Clinton’s sunk cost trap decision sent 1,700 additional soldiers and 104 more 

armored vehicles, under U.S. command.  He also deployed two amphibious ready 

groups with 3,600 marines.  They were stationed offshore, along with the aircraft carrier, 

the USS Abraham Lincoln.  Clinton also ordered four AC-130 aircraft to the area.170  Those 

deployments situated 5,300 additional military members in and off the Somali coast, 

bringing the total troop levels in the area to approximately 10,700, plus the 6,000 sailors 

                                                      

169 Feaver, Peter.  Armed servants: Agency, oversight, and civil-military relations.  Harvard Univ. Press, 2003: 247. 
170 See: Aspin, Christopher and Adm. David Jeremiah press briefing, Oct. 7, 1993, accessed Jan. 4, 2015, at: 

http://clinton6.nara.gov/1993/10/1993-10-07-briefing-on-somalia.html. Also: Menkhaus, Ken and Louis 

Ortmayer. Key Decisions in the Somalia Intervention, 1995: 22 and Poole, Walter S. The Effort to Save Somalia, 

2005: 59. 

http://clinton6.nara.gov/1993/10/1993-10-07-briefing-on-somalia.html
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on board the USS Abraham Lincoln.171  The decision increased the political track, sending 

Robert Oakley back to Somalia based on his relationship and credibility with the 

warlords,172 given a mandate to get Chief Warrant Officer Durant back safely and to 

facilitate diplomatic efforts.173  Clinton also centralized decision-making for the 

remainder of the operation.  He did so in the National Security Council and with the 

creation of five task forces, all headed by an Assistant Secretary or a three-star general, 

which oversaw the intervention’s functional requirements and its transition to the UN 

from Washington.174   

The decision is best understood as a low-grade hybrid strategy.  It did not entail 

what a true hybrid would have, and what popular opinion would most have liked to 

see.  That would have been an escalation to kill or capture Aideed, followed by a 

                                                      

171 This response reflected Clinton’s attempt to use the situation to improve his initially poor relationship 

with the military.  He had questioned General Hoar and Admiral Jeremiah during a meeting with Aspin, 

Lake, Gergen, and Stephanopoulos on Wednesday evening October 6, pressing them to include everything 

necessary to ensure a successful conclusion to U.S. participation in the Somalia operation.  The military men 

came back the next day with a proposal for sending more troops and equipment to Somalia, which Clinton 

used in the escalatory phase of his response.  See: Drew, Elizabeth. On the Edge: The Clinton Presidency. 

Simon and Schuster, 1994: 329. 
172 The National Security Council Staff viewed Oakley as a repudiation of the escalation approach since he 

had been critical of military efforts.  Hirsch, John L., and Robert B. Oakley. Somalia and Operation Restore 

Hope. USIP Press, 1995: 115.  Feaver, Peter. Comments to author, spring 2016.  
173 Aspin, Christopher, and David Jeremiah press briefing, October 7, 1993, accessed January 4, 2015, 

available at: http://clinton6.nara.gov/1993/10/1993-10-07-briefing-on-somalia.html.  Whether intentionally or 

not, the increased forces and diplomatic emphasis masked the shift in how the administration was handling 

Aideed.   
174 Clarke, Richard A. Against All Enemies, 2004: 87; Poole, Walter S. The Effort to Save Somalia, 2005: 60-61. 

http://clinton6.nara.gov/1993/10/1993-10-07-briefing-on-somalia.html
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withdrawal.175  What it did involve was a horizontal escalation politically (top right 

quadrant in Table 4.2 below) and a vertical escalation militarily in the short-term 

(bottom left quadrant below).  The mid-term approach entailed military deescalation 

along the vertical dimension (inverse of the bottom left quadrant) as the nation 

redeployed its troops by March 31, 1994.  Politically, the United States also ramped 

down its engagement as it tackled other issues at home and abroad after the troop 

withdrawal.  Clinton’s political aim for Somalia between October 7, when he announced 

the new war policy first to congressional leaders and then to the American people, was 

focused on the short to mid-term.176  Clinton wanted to extricate the United States and 

replace the American void with UN leadership and force contributions from other UN 

member states.   

Following that transition, however, Clinton did not pursue significant goals in 

Somalia.  Clinton did send troops back to assist UN forces in withdrawing from Somalia 

during the period December 1994 to March 1995.  So, America was not permanently 

disengaged after the withdrawal of its troops in March 1994.  Somalia did, after the 

military’s departure, however, cease to occupy the level of attention among the 

                                                      

175 CNN, USA Today, and Gallup survey, October 5, 1993, Dataset: USAIPOCNUS1993-422016, available at: 

https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/CFIDE/cf/action/ipoll/ipollResult.cfm?keyword=somalia&exclude=&topic=A

ny&organization=Any&fromDate=1992&toDate=1994&questionViewId=&label=&studyId=&sortBy=BEG_D

ATE_DESC&search.x=52&search.y=12, accessed October 5, 2015. 
176 Clinton, “Address to the Nation on Somalia,” October 7, 1993.  Drew, Elizabeth. On the Edge: The Clinton 

Presidency. Simon and Schuster, 1994: 329-330. 

https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/CFIDE/cf/action/ipoll/ipollResult.cfm?keyword=somalia&exclude=&topic=Any&organization=Any&fromDate=1992&toDate=1994&questionViewId=&label=&studyId=&sortBy=BEG_DATE_DESC&search.x=52&search.y=12
https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/CFIDE/cf/action/ipoll/ipollResult.cfm?keyword=somalia&exclude=&topic=Any&organization=Any&fromDate=1992&toDate=1994&questionViewId=&label=&studyId=&sortBy=BEG_DATE_DESC&search.x=52&search.y=12
https://ropercenter.cornell.edu/CFIDE/cf/action/ipoll/ipollResult.cfm?keyword=somalia&exclude=&topic=Any&organization=Any&fromDate=1992&toDate=1994&questionViewId=&label=&studyId=&sortBy=BEG_DATE_DESC&search.x=52&search.y=12


 

 

259 

administration that it had previously.  The political deescalation represented a decrease 

vertically in the number (and intensity) of the aims sought (inverse of the top left 

quadrant). 

 

Table 4.2:  Escalation Typology 

  
Vertical Horizontal 

Political Increased Number of Aims 

Seeking / Gaining More Allies;  

Increased Diplomatic Activity 

Military 

Using More Lethal Weapons or 

More Troops 

Attacking Other Countries / 

Sanctuaries 

 

The blue dot in Figure 4.3 represents a characterization of the strategy President 

Clinton implemented.  It involved some escalation militarily in force size, but also 

political and diplomatic escalation.  The blue dot is not farther to the right because it was 

coupled with an immediate functional equivalent of a cease fire.  Additionally, the intent 

and actual activity of the escalation was for force protection purposes: to ensure that 

American service members returned home safely.  The escalation did not involve more 

missions to get Aideed, disarm Somali factions, or train local police forces.  “Hybrid 

Option 2,” as described in the feasible options section, was the option discussed by 

Clinton and has advisors that was most similar to the one actually implemented.  The 

difference between that option and what actually happened is the level of military 
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activity.  Clinton indicated in his October 7 national address that one of the four tasks he 

had given the military was to keep pressure on those who had cut off supplies and 

attacked our people.177  Although Clinton probably did not intend to continue raids 

against Aideed in difficult Mogadishu neighborhoods, he did plan “to prevent a return 

to anarchy.178”  The military did not end up doing this task because it was unnecessary 

after Oakley convinced Aideed to implement a unilateral cease fire and return Durant.   

 

 

Figure 4.3:  Implemented Strategy Decision vs. Other Options179  

                                                      

177 Clinton, William.  “Address to the Nation on Somalia,” October 7, 1993. 
178 Clinton, William.  “Address to the Nation on Somalia,” October 7, 1993. 
179 See Drew, Elizabeth. On the Edge: The Clinton Presidency. Simon and Schuster, 1994: 326-27.  Clarke, 

Richard A. Against All Enemies, 2004: 86-87. 
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The main difference between the implemented strategy and most of the other options 

considered was the level of military activity.  “Hybrid Option 1” and the “Face-Saving 

Option” would have involved less than the one chosen.  Under the “Face-Saving Option,” 

the administration did not plan for anymore military activity; they would look for an 

immediate way out while escalating politically.  “Hybrid Option 1” is represented to the 

right of the “Face-Saving Option” only because it left open the possibility of limited 

military effort.  The strategy implemented, as shown in Figure 4.3’s legend and described 

elsewhere, lasted six months.  The other options discussed, with the exception of the pure 

“Escalate Option,” would likely have lasted between three and six months, but no specific 

timetables were recorded in the accounts available.  The “Escalate Option” is illustrated 

with an open dot because its strategy sought “success” based on improving the security 

conditions on the ground, and was therefore less tied to an implementation timeline.180  

The next question examines the role played by previous conflicts’ “lessons,” and the 

expected regret they produced in Clinton, in reaching this decision.     

                                                      

180 Drew, Elizabeth. On the Edge: The Clinton Presidency. Simon and Schuster, 1994: 326. 
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 (3) What role did historical “lessons” and anticipated regret 
play? 

Vietnam 

After an election campaign shadowed by the Vietnam ghosts in his own past, Bill 

Clinton took office only to find Vietnam still hovering as it had for twenty years 

… In case anyone still thought the Vietnam syndrome had been vanquished [by 

the Persian Gulf War], the events surrounding the bungled U.S. intervention in 

Somali brought it back, with a vengeance, less than a year into the Clinton 

presidency.181   

 

Clinton replied that he was ‘surprised’ when he heard of the raid and told the 

family [of one of the soldiers killed], ‘We learned from LBJ’s experience in 

Vietnam that decisions of that type should not be made from Washington.  They 

need to be made by the commander on the scene.182’ 

 

Elite consensus among the Chief Executive, Congress, and military leadership, all 

grounded in historical “lessons”—the most significant of which were from the American 

military endeavor in Vietnam—drove anticipated regret of another quagmire.183  This, in 

turn, influenced the policy selected.  The Vietnam experience offered several relevant 

and influential “lessons” to the Somalia decision.  On a personal level, Clinton’s 

                                                      

181 Isaacs, Arnold R. "Vietnam Shadows: The War." Its Ghosts and Its Legacy (1997): 86. 
182 Hartig, Luke. “Can Trump and His Generals Avoid Another Black Hawk Down?” Newsweek, September 

4, 2017, accessed September 22, 2018, at: https://www.newsweek.com/can-trump-and-his-generals-avoid-

another-black-hawk-down-658716.  
183 Howe, Jonathan.  Phone interview with the author, July 27, 2016.  Crigler, Trusten Frank. “Go Back to 

Peacekeeping in the Somali Quagmire: Letters to the Editor,” New York Times, June 18, 1993, accessed March 

29, 2016: http://www.nytimes.com/1993/06/18/opinion/18iht-edlet_70.html.  Wilkie, Curtis. “Beirut Revisited: 

Somalia is being compared to the ‘Quagmire’ in Vietnam, but Lebanon is the more Precise Analogy,” The 

Boston Globe, October 10, 1993, accessed March 29, 2016, available at: https://www.highbeam.com/doc/1P2-

8248947.html.  Jentleson, Bruce.  State Department official in the Clinton administration, phone interview, 

February 25, 2016.   

https://www.newsweek.com/can-trump-and-his-generals-avoid-another-black-hawk-down-658716
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http://www.nytimes.com/1993/06/18/opinion/18iht-edlet_70.html
https://www.highbeam.com/doc/1P2-8248947.html
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reputation as a “draft dodger” during the Vietnam War set him at a relationship deficit 

vis-a-vis the military, affecting his leadership.  “Vietnam was a ghost Clinton couldn’t 

shake.  He was aware that his credentials as Commander in Chief were in 

question…men in uniform in the Pentagon looked down on him.184”   

Clinton started his presidency extolling the virtues of assertive multilateralism to 

enlarge the body of democratic-loving and human rights-abiding nations; during the 

Somalia crisis he modified this foreign policy approach.  In part this was due to his 

previous concerns about the Vietnam War, likely not wanting to repeat President 

Lyndon Johnson’s mistakes of incremental escalations.185  Clinton came to recognize this 

“lesson” from Vietnam, and the related inability or unwillingness to adjust policy, while 

working for Senator J. William Fulbright as an intern during the war.186  Initially a 

Johnson supporter, Fulbright came to oppose the war because he believed America was 

acting arrogantly, unnecessarily, and contrary to the national interest in Vietnam.187  

Reflecting on Johnson’s approach and Fulbright’s opposition, Clinton essentially 

                                                      

184 Drew, Elizabeth. On the Edge: The Clinton Presidency. Simon and Schuster, 1994: 328-29.  
185 For more about his evolving stance against the Vietnam War, see:  Clinton 2004: 100-104.  For his view on 

Somalia being relatively less important than contingencies in Bosnia and Haiti, see p. 552. 
186 Clinton, William (Bill).  My Life.  New York: Random House. 2004: 103-104. 
187 Fulbright, J. William. "Fatal Arrogance of Power." New York Times Magazine (1966): 28-29.  Fulbright, J. 

"William: The Arrogance of Power." New York (1967). 
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remarked that letting sunk costs be sunk was the appropriate response to a wartime 

“sunk cost trap.188”   

Regarding the Vietnam War’s lesson to let sunk costs be sunk when presidents 

face a wartime sunk cost trap, Clinton wrote that: 

When you find yourself in a hole, the first rule is to quit digging; if you’re blind 

to the possibility of error or determined not to admit it, you just look for a bigger 

shovel.  The more difficulties we had in Vietnam, the more protests at home, the 

more troops we sent in.  We topped out at more than 540,000 in 1969, before 

reality finally forced us to change course. I watched all this unfold with 

amazement and fascination.  I read everything I could, including the material 

stamped ‘confidential’ and ‘secret’ that I had to deliver from time to time, which 

showed clearly that our country was being misled about our progress, or lack of 

it, in the war.  And I saw the body count mount, one at a time.  Every day 

Fulbright got a list of the boys from Arkansas who had been killed in Vietnam.  I 

got in the habit of dropping by his office to check the list, and one day I saw the 

name of my friend and classmate Tommy Young. … Seeing his name on the list 

… triggered the first pangs of guilt I felt about being a student and only touching 

the deaths in Vietnam from a distance.  So began my personal bout with guilt, 

one that was fought by many thousands of us who loved our country but hated 

the war.189 

 

In Clinton’s estimation, American presidents had mistakenly taken the “big 

shovel” approach during the Vietnam War; Clinton determined to admit the “possibility 

of error” and “quit digging.”  This “lesson” was also the subject of Senators Nunn and 

Pryor’s advice to Clinton at the Democratic dinner on October 5 in which they urged 

him to remember Vietnam and avoid piecemeal requests for troops, but instead use 

                                                      

188 Clinton, William (Bill).  My Life.  New York: Random House. 2004: 103-104. 
189 Clinton, William (Bill).  My Life.  New York: Random House. 2004: 103-104. 
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force decisively if he escalated.190  This “lesson” made a hybrid policy with deescalation 

as its main component more likely.  For Clinton and many on Capitol Hill, the lesson’s 

association with what they viewed as Johnson’s unrealistic and failed Vietnam policy 

activated expected regret of the ramifications of status quo efforts or that of long-term 

escalation.191  Clinton believed that President Johnson’s handling of the Vietnam War 

had crippled the democratic party and ended a period of intense domestic reform.  The 

country needed new Democratic candidates, with clear values and creative policies, to 

usher in a new period of domestic initiatives.192   

Given the deep impact the Vietnam War had on Clinton’s psyche, it seems likely 

that his admit the problem and “quit digging” reasoning permeated his thinking during 

his own sunk cost trap.  I found no direct evidence to confirm that assessment, however.  

The difference from Clinton’s prior experience in Fulbright’s office during the Vietnam 

War was that now it was his administration whose domestic agenda would suffer, 

making the lesson even more relevant.  Plus, Clinton believed that neither status quo 

operations, nor escalation, was worth the effort or more lives.193  This made deescalation, 

                                                      

190 Drew, Elizabeth. On the Edge: The Clinton Presidency. Simon and Schuster, 1994: 328. 
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despite its downsides of forgoing aspiration levels and a potential hit to national 

prestige, relatively more attractive for Clinton as a base strategy.194 

Another “lesson” from U.S. participation in South Vietnam was that the only 

way to achieve lasting success was to develop a government capable of self-protection 

and governance.  According to Dr. Lake, who served as a Foreign Service Officer in 

Saigon and Hue, Vietnam, as Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge Jr.’s assistant, and as 

Special Assistant to the NSA in the Nixon Administration, the U.S. effort ran into a 

vicious cycle when it tried to help the South Vietnamese government take hold.  It 

would offer help, but be perceived as doing too much, causing the locals to view their 

own government as a U.S. “puppet.”  It would then pull back and the South Vietnamese 

government would flounder.195  Robert Oakley, from his experience there, believed that 

the “lesson” of the Vietnam War was to involve the indigenous people in the planning 

and implementation of policy, as well as the fighting.196   

The United States, Oakley claimed, had failed during the Vietnam War because it 

pushed the South Vietnamese out of the equation.  American actions disincentivized 

active participation by South Vietnam’s best leaders and led to the collapse of U.S. 
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developed programs as soon as it left.197  Oakley had been determined not to repeat the 

same mistake in Somalia.  Yet it had been evident throughout the Somalia intervention 

that there was no legitimate host nation leader for the United States to support.  That 

vacuum rendered unlikely the accomplishment of the more ambitious of Clinton’s 

aspiration levels.  In addition to Vietnam, U.S. involvement in the Lebanon 

peacekeeping operation under Reagan cast a “shadow” on Somalia decision making.  

Lebanon 

“Bitter memories of Beirut lingered.198” 

Interestingly, the mission in Somalia followed a similar escalatory path to the one 

in Lebanon.  An outside force was inserted for stabilization/humanitarian purposes, and 

tried to remain neutral.  Only belatedly leaders realized that neutrality was impossible 

in a civil war context.  That force then began to be drawn into the fighting.  Leaders took 

actions in response that drew it deeper into the fighting.   

From the American experience in Lebanon, Oakley indicated that “the ‘lesson’ of 

Lebanon was loud and clear: don’t take sides, and proceed carefully.199”  As the U.S. 

Special Envoy to Somalia during the UNITAF mission from December 1992 to spring 
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1993, Oakley tried to follow these two lessons.  It is why UNITAF involved the Somalis 

and avoided direct conflict with the warring factions.  It is why UNITAF recognized the 

local power brokers, remained neutral, and did not try to reshape the internal political 

forces and actors.  It is why UNITAF instead stringently enforced cease fires and 

pursued incremental disarmament after clan leadership themselves developed and 

agreed to these measures.200  This “lesson” also influenced the implementation of 

Clinton’s new policy in October.  Clinton sent Oakley back to Somalia with instructions 

to get Durant back from Aideed and ensure that he complied with U.S. directives from 

that point forward.  Task Force Ranger elements even escorted Aideed to a national 

reconciliation conference within weeks of the mission to capture him during the Battle of 

Mogadishu,201 illustrative of the return to Oakley’s “don’t take sides” approach. 

The “shadow” from Lebanon also provided Clinton with a useful political 

reference point.  Reagan’s reaction to his Lebanon “sunk cost trap” showed that a 

president could show restraint, eschew ambitious foreign policy objectives, register a 

military “loss,” and survive politically.  Reagan had wanted American military 
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participation in Lebanon to pave the way for a broader Middle East peace initiative.202  

Instead, Reagan later withdrew the Marines following the Beirut bombing and the 

Lebanese government’s collapse, yet still won reelection later that year.  His response set 

a precedent that Clinton could do something similar in Somalia.   

The Lebanese “lesson” weighed on Clinton while determining the path forward 

in Somalia.  During the critical Tuesday, October 5 meeting, “Clinton asked Gergen how 

it was that Ronald Reagan had been able to remain unscathed after the tragedy in Beirut 

in October 1983, when 219 Americans were killed in a suicide bombing of the Marine 

barracks.  Gergen replied, ‘Because two days later we were in Grenada, and everyone 

knew that Ronald Reagan would bomb the hell out of somewhere.203’”  Thus, the 

“lessons” of Reagan’s response were on Clinton’s radar at the pivotal point,204 not lost on 

the politically astute young president.  It was possible to survive an ignominious 

military departure that fell short of accomplishing the president’s higher-level 

aspirations.205   
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Reagan’s precedent lingered with Clinton even after his Somalia “sunk cost trap” 

decision making.  Four days after Clinton’s Somalia decision, the USS Harlan County 

filled with Marines turned around instead of docking at Port-au-Prince, Haiti due to 

protestors chanting to remember Mogadishu and Aideed.206  Feeling let down by his 

national security team, Clinton yelled at Lake.  “‘The Reagan people were much better at 

the politics of foreign policy than we are.  Look at Lebanon.  They went into Grenada 

two days later and fixed it.207”   

For Clinton, the immediate concern was not reelection but a reset of his 

presidency, which he thought he had done by launching the health care initiative in 

September.  The setback in Somalia felt like a reversal of that reset.208  While Reagan 

admittedly had Grenada to serve as a distraction and to facilitate a de facto hybrid 

solution to his own “sunk cost trap,209” Reagan had claimed that the outcome in Lebanon 

was vital to American national security interests, and yet had later pulled U.S. troops 

                                                      

206 Farah, Douglas and Michael Tarr. “Haitians Block U.S. Troop Arrival,” The Washington Post, October 12, 

1993, accessed July 23, 2018, at: https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1993/10/12/haitians-

block-us-troop-arrival/ad1839e7-c4e2-4ae0-9104-c43d66d4d60b/?utm_term=.90092741f5a8.  Feaver, Peter D.  

Armed servants: Agency, oversight, and civil-military relations.  Harvard University Press, 2003: 251.  

Stephanopoulos, George. All too human: A political education. Back Bay Books, 2008: 217. 
207 Stephanopoulos, George. All too human: A political education. Back Bay Books, 2008: 217. 
208 Feaver, Peter D.  Armed servants: Agency, oversight, and civil-military relations.  Harvard University Press, 

2003: 247.  See also: Feaver, Peter D., and Christopher Gelpi.  Choosing your battles: American civil-military 

relations and the use of force.  Princeton University Press, 2004. 
209 Stephanopoulos, George. All too human: A political education. Back Bay Books, 2008: 217. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1993/10/12/haitians-block-us-troop-arrival/ad1839e7-c4e2-4ae0-9104-c43d66d4d60b/?utm_term=.90092741f5a8
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1993/10/12/haitians-block-us-troop-arrival/ad1839e7-c4e2-4ae0-9104-c43d66d4d60b/?utm_term=.90092741f5a8


 

 

271 

out without a clear victory.210  Though Clinton initially believed that U.S. involvement in 

third world countries was made more important by the Cold War’s end, he had not 

declared Somalia central to U.S. interests.   

Similar poll numbers also indicated that, as badly as things were going for 

Clinton in his first year, he was in no worse political position than Reagan when 

withdrawing troops.  Clinton’s job approval ratings were almost the same as those of 

Reagan at the comparable times of their sunk cost trap decisions.  Clinton registered 50% 

overall job approval;211 Reagan, 52%.212  Additionally, the presidents’ popular support 

was heading in similar directions leading up to their decisions.  Reagan’s trendline was 

positive, having experienced a consistent upward trajectory in his numbers since 

rebounding from a low of 35% approval on January 31, 1983, a year before.213  Clinton, 

too, was on the relative mend following the nadir of his presidency in early June, at 
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37%.214  Finally, congressional opinion was in line with a withdrawal, and it would 

enable Clinton to reemphasize his presidency reset, including his domestic agenda.   

What Clinton took away from Lebanon reinforced the “lessons” he had drawn 

from Vietnam—but with a twist.  Like from Vietnam, it seems that Clinton saw in the 

Lebanon case another example that when a president conducting a military operation 

finds himself in a hole, the first thing to do is stop digging.215  Consider the situation.  Be 

willingly to admit mistakes, recognize the limits of American power, and make tough 

choices about priorities.  Make corresponding policy adjustments.  Be perceptive and 

make these changes before you can do nothing but accept reality and leave with a 

complete loss.  Moreover, move forward with purpose on policy efforts that capture the 

nation’s attention, turning headlines and perceptions back in a positive direction.216  

Those are the same elements which Clinton articulated as impactful from his formative 

years working for Senator Fulbright during the height of the Vietnam War.217   

Those same “lessons” were also the guiding principles that led Clinton’s decision 

making during his own wartime “sunk cost trap.”  They were the same “lessons” that 

made him realize what he would most regret as a baseline strategy:  escalating—not 
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deescalating.218  The twist, similar to President Nixon’s desire to pursue peace with 

honor in leaving Vietnam, was that Clinton wanted to display strength on the way 

out,219 seemingly a result of his perception of Reagan’s response in intervening in 

Grenada immediately after leaving Lebanon.220  Thus, the result of Lebanon’s “shadow” 

appeared to push toward a hybrid approach with deescalation as its fundamental 

component.221  

The next subsection on anticipated regret explains why the perceived 

implications of the available options suggested that a quasi-hybrid, marked primarily by 

deescalation, would result in less anticipated regret than status quo efforts or escalation 

only options. 
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Anticipated Regret 

“Vietnam overshadowed everything else.222” 

 

"The debate over how and when to commit American troops abroad has become a 

debate over how to avoid, at all costs, another Vietnam.223” 

 

The aforementioned lessons translated into Clinton’s anticipated regret of status 

quo efforts or escalation, intensified by his advisors and Congressmen.  The Vietnam 

and Lebanon era “lesson” to avoid a quagmire activated anticipation of regret of the 

perceived hazards escalation would produce.  It resonated with Clinton’s team even 

before the tragic events of October 3.  Twelve days prior to “Black Hawk Down,” Lake 

urged prudent engagement because of lessons learned from the Vietnam War.  Lake said 

that, “All of us have come out of the Cold War years having learned distinct lessons 

about what not to do -- don't go to war without a way to win; don't underestimate the 

role of ideas; don't minimize the power of nationalism.224”  Most of these are relevant to 

the intervention in Lebanon, and all are also Vietnam War lessons.  In fact, they are the 

same lessons former Defense Secretary Robert McNamara reflected on as mistakes made 
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by the Johnson administration during the Vietnam War.  Specifically, his assessment 

urged not underestimating the enemy and ensuring you have a way to win.225   

Later, the tragic events of the Task Force Ranger raid had a predictably strong 

emotional and psychological impact on the decision makers within the Clinton 

administration.  Written years later, their memoirs still capture the effect vividly.  

Madeleine Albright indicated that she was “appalled” and that she “questioned every 

aspect of what we had done.  I had been a part of the decisions that had led to this.  

What had we done wrong?  It was a nightmare.226”  Lake considered it “a failure,” the 

low point of the administration that led to “terrible humiliation” when the United States 

was again “unable or unwilling to bring American power to bear in effective ways” 

elsewhere.227  Clinton himself wrote that “the battle of Mogadishu haunted me.228”   

On October 5, two days after the Battle of Mogadishu, Secretaries Christopher 

and Aspin had a meeting on Capitol Hill with some two hundred congressmen.  By all 

accounts, the meeting was “a lynching,” a real “disaster” in which the Secretaries of 

State and Defense “suggested that members of Congress help them find a policy” 
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instead of providing one themselves.229  Senator Ernest F. Hollings (D-SC) said of the 

situation, “It's Vietnam all over again.230”  Representative Henry Hyde of Illinois, a 

ranking Republican on the Foreign Affairs Committee, took the Vietnam analogy 

further.  He said, "We need an exit strategy, and I don't see one.  That is compounding 

the Johnsonian error in Vietnam of incrementally deploying forces.231”  Senator Mitch 

McConnell (R-KY) said on October 6 that the administration needed a plan immediately 

or the Byrd amendment would definitely pass.232  Senators Joe Biden (D-DL) and John 

Breaux (D-LA) supported immediate withdrawal and Biden said “almost all” of the 535 

members of Congress wanted that outcome.233 

Arnold Isaacs, at first quoting and then building on Norman Podhoretz’s 

assessment, captured the collective sentiment among the administration, public, and 

lawmakers.   
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Vietnam turned into ‘what Munich had been to an earlier generation: the self-

evident symbol of a policy that must never be followed again.’ … Events in 

Somalia came to represent the very nightmare Americans and their military 

leaders had dreaded for twenty years: U.S soldiers dying in an unwinnable 

conflict in a confusing and violent Third World country, for no explainable 

reason—in other words, as Senator [Ernest] Fritz Hollings of South Carolina 

declared, ‘Vietnam all over again.’234 

 

The lessons Clinton had learned, reinforced by congressional opposition which had 

learned similar lessons, increased his expectation that the status quo or escalated capture 

efforts could produce ever worsening results.  Those results might include more 

casualties, lost political capital, and a further derailed domestic agenda.235  This made an 

approach characterized primarily by de-escalation more attractive.   

The president’s anticipated regret of further incidents was evident in his 

guidance for the new policy’s implementation.  Clinton’s comment to Richard Clarke, 

Chairman of the Counterterrorism Security Group, that he was to “do what you have to 

do” to ensure that “‘no more U.S. troops get killed, none’” emphasized the importance 

of avoiding casualties.  Clinton’s centralized control of operations at the NSC staff after 

“Black Hawk Down” supports the contention that Clinton did not want the military to 

assume risk, even if it might improve the security situation or help prepare UNOSOM II 
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to take the reins in the U.S. absence.236  Lastly, and possibly from the same motivation to 

preempt further manhunts and lower the risk of more casualties, Clinton ordered Task 

Force Ranger home on October 19.237   

None of this is to suggest a normative claim on which lessons Clinton and his 

team should have utilized.  Rather, the goal has been to first offer evidence that lessons 

were “on the minds of the central decision makers” and that they were “used at 

important junctures in the policy process.238”  The second goal has been to provide 

empirically based analysis of which lessons mattered most, and to show that those 

lessons were “consistent with the option chosen.239”  Together these measures constitute 

Yuen Foong Khong’s two-pronged test for arguing that historical lessons influenced 

Clinton’s “sunk cost trap” decision.  Their use demonstrated that policy makers saw 

them as examples that offered potentially helpful policy prescriptions.  The next 

subsection addresses the degree to which my theory was applicable. 
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Theoretical Consistency  

My “sunk cost trap” hypothesis from the introduction chapter states presidents 

will be risk seeking and escalate commitment unless they anticipate greater regret with 

the “risky,” rather than the “safe” (deescalate commitment) option.  Consistent with this, 

Clinton’s policy was more deescalation than escalation because he anticipated greater 

regret with pure escalation.  Moreover, the “lesson” that most resonated with Clinton, in 

the public debate,240 with congressional leaders, and among his own staff, was to avoid a 

quagmire in overseas military operations, especially in countries of peripheral interest to 

the United States.241  Knowing that this particular “lesson” was the dominant one for the 
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president and in his decision making environment, including the domestic political 

scene, a scholar could have extrapolated that Clinton would deescalate in a “sunk cost 

trap,” ending American military involvement quickly.  Further, that person might 

expect Clinton to settle for a minimum aspiration level much less than stabilizing 

Somalia, establishing well-functioning institutions, and capturing Aideed.  All of which 

he did. 

I wrote in the theory chapter that the dominant lesson influences not only 

presidential policy choice, but also the rhetoric about his aspiration levels.  If the 

president implements a hybrid approach, as in this case, he will claim a partial 

achievement related to his stated objectives as a “victory,” while ignoring or dismissing 

the others due to changed circumstances.242  This is what happened.   

In his October 7th address announcing his new policy to the nation, Clinton 

expressed the connection between his past and current aspiration levels this way.  “In a 

sense, we came to Somalia to rescue innocent people in a burning house.  We've nearly 

put the fire out, but some smoldering embers remain.243”  Presumably, the “smoldering 
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embers” referred to a remaining threat or work still left to be done.  But since U.S. forces 

would no longer hunt Aideed and would do limited humanitarian assistance from that 

point forward, the analogy was imperfect.  The “smoldering embers” that the American 

military actually addressed was the complete transfer of responsibility to the UN.   

Clinton further claimed that, “It is not our job to rebuild Somalia's society or 

even to create a political process that can allow Somalia's clans to live and work in peace.  

The Somalis must do that for themselves.244”  Clinton affirmed this limitation on his aims 

in his October 13th letter to Congress explaining his new strategy.  “The U.S. military 

mission is not now nor was it ever one of "nation building.245"   

Thus, Clinton’s aspiration levels evolved over time.  He settled for achieving a 

minimum aspiration level which amounted to humanitarian assistance provided.  He 

jettisoned and disavowed the more ambitious nation-building tasks of political and 

social reconciliation, reforming institutions, and developing police capacity or 

instituting judicial reform.  He claimed victory and headed for the exit.  These are all 

consistent with my theoretical expectations.  The next section examines alternative 

explanations, explaining their strengths and limitations relative to the theoretical 

framework I utilize.   
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(4) What are the alternative explanations? 

“Vietnam changed the equation.246” 

 

“This growing apprehension that the conflict in Somalia might be simply a more 

arid version of the war in Vietnam was the kiss of death for Clinton’s policy.247” 

Two major alternative explanations exist as to why Clinton decided on the course 

he did: intervention culpability and casualty centric domestic politics.  According to the 

first, leaders culpable for the initial intervention decision have a stronger incentive than 

nonculpable leaders to escalate in a sunk cost trap because domestic audiences will only 

hold those culpable responsible for a loss.248  Consistent with this explanation,249 Clinton 

(primarily) deescalated because he was not culpable for the decision to intervene in 

Somalia; Bush was.  Clinton was at liberty to deescalate, even if it amounted to a loss, 

because the electorate would not hold him responsible for it.  The second alternative is 

that congressional opposition and public opinion, partially related to casualties, explains 
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his decision to withdraw.  Steven Casey provides one summary of this answer to 

Clinton’s decision in his book about America’s handling of casualties from World War I 

to Afghanistan.  More than twenty years “after the end of the U.S. involvement in 

Vietnam, Clinton believed that there was still a strong public consensus against 

shedding American blood in distant wars.250”  Major General (Retired) Arnold Punaro, 

then Director of National Security Affairs for Senator Sam Nunn (D-GA) and Staff 

Director for the Senate Armed Services Committee, added nuance.  “The common 

thread from Beirut to the Persian Gulf War to Somalia is that public opinion depends on 

success.251”  According to this view, the lack of success in Somalia over the summer—not 

casualties themselves—limited Clinton’s decision space and led to his exit.  A final facet 

of the domestic politics argument is that Clinton already had reason to feel that 

Congress was inhibiting his agenda.  Then Congress erupted again immediately after 

the Black Hawk Down incident.252   

These arguments have their merits.  Earlier sections already document that it was 

President Bush who initially intervened and that the domestic political context facing 

Clinton was formidable.  This section will underscore two points.  The first is the 
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challenges with the culpability theory as applied to this case.  The second involves the 

supporting dynamics between my explanation and that of domestic politics, as well as 

the foundational nature of lessons and advance regret.  

It is possible that not having made the original intervention decision caused 

Clinton to ignore sunk costs and conduct an objective assessment of future costs and 

benefits.  He acknowledged in his memoirs that he considered the costs of continuing as 

greater than the benefits.253  Yet, Clinton also argued that the sunk costs made it 

important not to throw away everything that “two administrations had 

accomplished.254”  Furthermore, contrary to the lack of personal responsibility line of 

reasoning, Clinton had owned the operation as Commander-in-Chief for eight months.  

That period is four times longer than Bush’s leadership of it.  Moreover, during those 

eight months, Clinton oversaw the expansion of the mission, passage of three UNSCRs, 

and considerable changes to its conduct.255  It was the aspiration levels he added, not 

Bush’s, that were most at risk of failure.  The lack of responsibility argument does not 

account for these important factors.   
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On the domestic politics front, Congress had already taken a number of actions 

to challenge the president’s freedom of maneuver in Somalia.  The House of 

Representatives approved Senate Joint Resolution 45 on May 25.  It authorized the 

Somalia intervention pursuant to the War Powers Act, but also established a sunset 

provision by which that authorization would expire.256  The House had also passed the 

Gephardt/Gilman amendment to the NDAA that required Clinton to report about U.S. 

objectives in Somalia by October 15 regarding his intentions in Somalia, his strategy to 

achieve those goals, and how long he planned to keep troops there.257  The proposed 

Byrd amendment to the NDAA was the most significant congressional measure on the 

table.  It threatened to defund military operations in Somalia after November 15.258  

These were all examples of congressional effort to force Clinton’s hand. 

However, one of the main arguments against the power of the domestic politics 

explanation for the research question I am answering is that Clinton professed to already 

being on the way out of Somalia.259  If he was already predisposed to leave, Congress’ 

angst with the operation between October 3 and 7 only buttressed what the 
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Commander-in-Chief wanted to do anyway.  Additionally, he had to fight Congress just 

to conduct a six-month withdrawal versus an immediate pullout,260 suggesting that 

domestic politics did create pressure, but that Clinton did not cave to it completely.261  

Likewise, if he was looking for a way out before the Battle of Mogadishu, rather than the 

variable that led to his decision, sagging popular support for the mission only confirmed 

what the president already saw as the appropriate course.  Moreover, his overall job 

satisfaction ratings had been on the rise since early June.  He had rebounded almost 

fifteen points to reach 50% approval,262 and 71% thought a strong response against 

Aideed justified.263  That gave him some latitude had he seen fit to spend political capital 

on a mission to capture Aideed before leaving.  That is what his commanders 

recommended as they thought the tide was turning and sensed Aideed’s support 
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crumbling.264  And while public opinion for the Somalia mission overall had decreased 

significantly since the spring,265 there was nuance in the numbers that is explained 

below. 

The problem with the conventional wisdom that connects popular support with 

the number of casualties266 as applied to the Somalia case is that there were not many 

casualties during the timeframe in which public support dropped substantially.  The 

reduction in popular opinion had been falling over the months prior to “Black Hawk 

Down,” and was not simply in response to casualties.  There were none from April to 

June, by which time the public’s support of the president’s handling of the operation 

had already dropped 30 points to 51% (see Figure A.4).267  The decreasing poll numbers 

reflected the mission’s shifting policy objective, from humanitarian assistance to one that 
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sought internal political change within Somalia.268  The downward trend line also 

indicated Americans’ growing suspicion that success was not likely.269  Had Clinton 

wanted to continue the operation, this public opinion theory and the polling numbers 

suggest it was feasible—if he developed a limited mission of the right type and 

emphasized why prospects for success were good. 

In addition to these dynamics, the strength of the domestic political pressure 

levied against Clinton was grounded in the American experience in Vietnam and 

Lebanon.  The quagmire (and implicitly) the let sunk costs be sunk “lessons” of those 

experiences were important dynamics that colored actors’ thinking in both branches of 

government, the media, and the public.270  Apart from the past lessons, developments in 
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Somalia would still have been significant.  Yet without a critical historical reference 

portending how bad the outcome could end up if troops were not withdrawn, key 

players would likely have been a bit less sensitive to the developments.  They likely 

would have had less clarity about how to proceed, and the press for exit would likely 

not have been as strong or as unified.  So, lessons and anticipated regret were central to 

congressional pressure (indirect influence), and they were part of the direct influencers on 

Clinton, as previously described.271   

With the documents currently available, the evidence suggests that the indirect 

influencers of lessons and anticipated regret were at least as significant as the direct 

influencers at the time of decision.  The Vietnam War, no doubt, had a deep impact on 

Clinton, and that he learned presidential leadership lessons from it that directly applied 

to his own sunk cost trap decision.272  However, among the current unclassified records 

there is sparse evidence that Vietnam lessons were on Clinton’s mind when he made the 

Somalia decision independent from his conversations with Congressmen.  There is 
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evidence that they were on Congressmen’s minds and that they mentioned them to 

Clinton during the decision-making period.273  Significantly, however, a Lebanon lesson 

that presidents can survive an ignominious departure was on Clinton’s mind during this 

period.274   

Saying that past lessons’ indirect influencers were as significant as the direct 

influencers is not akin to saying that domestic politics alone is really to account for 

Clinton’s policy change.  That would overlook what was behind congressional 

opposition.  Lessons learned from American involvement in the Vietnam War fueled 

concerns about the expansion of the Somalia mission, increasing the level of 

commitment to a country devoid of U.S. national security interests.275  To many, 

reflection on the Black Hawk Down tragedy and the mission’s evolution stirred 

thoughts of Vietnam or Lebanon, the outcomes of which seemed likely harbingers for 
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how Somalia could turn out if operations there continued unabated or intensified.276  

When opposition in Congress voiced their concerns, the comparison to the Vietnam War 

experience, the lessons learned there, and the anticipated regret of experiencing another 

such outcome was what was mentioned.277  Desires to prioritize Clinton’s domestic 

agenda was not what constituted critics’ focus on withdrawal.  Nor were other foreign 

policy contingencies such as Haiti or the Balkans.278  Nor were fiscal concerns or 

humanitarian values.279  Clinton did mention these after the fact,280 but not during the 

decision making.  Lessons-based anticipated regret, amplified by domestic politics, 

shaped Clinton’s sunk cost trap response.  Independently, neither would have had the 
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same decisive impact; together, they reinforced the appropriateness of an exit.  Domestic 

policy, then, was a forum through which Clinton received confirmation of his 

withdrawal instincts.  Nonetheless, lessons and anticipated regret were the underlying 

rationale. 

While the domestic politics and lessons-based anticipated regret explanations are 

intertwined, they are distinguishable by their central, mechanical elements.  

Congressional interaction with the Administration, press reports, and public opinion 

comprise those elements for the domestic politics explanation.  Traumatically learned 

lessons seared into the common psyche and that provoke expectations of future regret if 

similar paths are followed in comparable contemporary foreign policy dilemmas 

comprise those elements for my explanation.   

This case revealed that their fusion can be a powerful motivator for presidents 

considering a major policy change for an overseas military operation.  In early October 

1993, elite consensus across the executive and legislative branches for an exit based on 

anticipated regret of “another Vietnam in Somalia281” was the factor most responsible for 

Clinton’s sunk cost trap decision.282  Public and congressional condemnation of U.S. 
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involvement was very important, but Vietnam’s “shadow” was the underlying rationale 

behind that backlash.  The next section examines what differences, if any, existed 

between the rationale used behind closed doors to determine a response and 

justifications the administration offered publicly. 

(5) Did internal administration arguments differ from the public 
justifications? 

Clinton did not openly acknowledge the role of historical “lessons” as a rationale 

for the course he selected, but he did use anticipated regret as a public justification.  

Clinton claimed he was pursuing a responsible exit that would do everything reasonable 

to give the Somalia people a chance for peace.  In making that case, Clinton argued that 

an immediate departure would be regrettable because it would result in more 

starvation, the loss of progress made thus far, and not be consistent with American 

values.  It was an argument that combined sunk costs and expected regret as justification 

for staying a bit longer.  Further, the sunk cost element of his justification was not based 

on human sunk costs, as some of the literature would expect.283  Instead, it was based on 
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accomplishments to date, and attempted to prevent the successes of two administrations 

from unraveling. 284  

Clinton elaborated with several specific justifications to explain the temporary 

escalation and six-month withdrawal timeline, some of which diverged from his private 

rationale.  Publicly, Clinton said the increased forces were a way to carry out the 

remaining missions he had given the military, including keeping “pressure on those 

who cut off relief supplies and attacked our people.285”  The six months until 

withdrawal, at least double what Congress wanted,286 was to allow time to transition 

efforts to the UN and for other member states to deploy more forces of their own to 

backfill U.S. units.287  The troop escalation and phased drawdown were also designed to 

communicate American resolve in the wake of the tragedy.  The administration did not 

want future adversaries, of whom Al Qaeda was to become one, to perceive the new 

policy as a “cut-and-run” approach.  “It was all about how to get out, or more 
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accurately, how to cut and run without looking like we were cutting and running, to use 

Lyndon Johnson’s old phrase.288”  If they did, “terrorists will conclude that the best way 

to get us to change our policies is to kill our people.289”  Clinton further argued in a letter 

to Congress that terrorists would declare “open season on Americans” all around the 

world.  This is just what later happened in Tanzania, Kenya, Yemen, New York, 

Washington D.C., Pennsylvania, Afghanistan, Iraq, Texas, Libya, and Western Europe, 

among other places.290   

The private deliberations present a mixed consistency with these public 

justifications.  Behind closed doors Clinton made it clear that he wanted to give the 

military every resource it needed to transition safely and effectively to the UN and 

return home without further loss of life.291  In these respects, he was concerned with 

implementing a responsible strategy during his internal deliberations—not just in his 

public justifications.  The steps he took to centralize control of the operation, ensure 

proper planning, avoid foreseeable problems, and facilitate a smooth withdrawal was 

also consistent with that desire.292   
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There were ways in which the public justifications diverged from the private 

deliberations though.  Privately and different from the public indications,293 the 

president and his national security team realized that the hybrid solution was a veiled 

cut-and-run.294  The six-month timeframe did provide some time to mobilize more 

international forces and transition leadership of the Somalia effort to the UN.  However, 

it was also a logistical limit set by the military—one that Clinton was not going to 

challenge.295  Moreover, the publicly expressed hope to send a strong signal to future 

adversaries296 overlooked the reality that the withdrawal was announced at the same 

time as the policy change, just four days after the Battle of Mogadishu.  The proximity 

connected the withdrawal to the casualties.  Additionally, U.S. forces did not put any 

pressure on Aideed for the remainder of the mission.297  The only pressure amounted to 

sending Oakley to deliver a message that the United States wanted Durant returned 

immediately, would not negotiate for him,298 and might back off if Aideed ceased attacks 
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against American forces.299  In fact, elements of Task Force Ranger that had hunted 

Aideed actually escorted him within a matter of weeks to peace negotiations with other 

Somali tribal factions.300  Clinton also centralized control of operations at the NSC staff to 

ensure the military did not take any actions the warlord could perceive as hostile— 

perhaps a responsible move, but contrary to the publicly stated mission.301  Finally, 

Clinton’s stated intent regarding terrorist perceptions was not met.  Al Qaeda 

interpreted American actions as weakness and later used them as rhetorical ammunition 

in its plot against its far enemy.302 

Conclusion 

“Somalia was in all ways a fiasco…Dick Holbrooke eventually came up with a name for 

the syndrome that followed the debacle—Vietmalia, combining Vietnam and Somalia.303” 

 

“The [Weinberger-]Powell Doctrine lived on— 

Somalia was ammo [ammunition] for it.304” 
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UN and U.S. officials made a series of deliberate decisions to expand operations 

from humanitarian assistance to include nation-building and man-hunting during the 

spring and summer of 1993 without a full understanding of the potential implications 

and adherent risk.305  These decisions contributed to the casualties experienced during 

“Black Hawk Down” and increased the sunk costs associated with Clinton’s “sunk cost 

trap.”  Even before that tragedy, though, Clinton wanted out of Somalia,306 sensing the 

beginnings of his own Vietnam-like quagmire.307  This sense motivated his 

administration’s move to extricate itself from Somalia,308 but its policy change prior to 

October 3 was feeble and misunderstood by key military elements.309  The Battle of 
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Mogadishu added tangibly to a sense that the status quo or escalation of commitment 

would lead to entrapment.310   

Although not the primary driver behind Clinton’s decision making, the sunk 

costs already incurred leading up to and during “Black Hawk Down” were still 

important.  They reminded Clinton and other key actors of salient historical “lessons.”  

These lessons then triggered Clinton’s anticipated regret of the potential pitfalls of 

continuing the status quo or of pursuing escalation.311  Those lessons, particularly the 

collective memory about the Vietnam War, impacted the domestic political context.  The 

Lebanon and Persian Gulf War experiences reinforced those lessons in different ways.  

The exit from Lebanon and its subsequent political outcome for Reagan demonstrated to 

Clinton that a president could withdraw from an unsuccessful military operation, 

quickly rebound, and still win reelection.312  The Persian Gulf War predisposed the 

public and Congress against suffering many casualties in Somalia given the mission 
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there and the low number experienced in the Gulf.313  Those, the impact of these lessons 

on Clinton’s decision-making was both direct and indirect.  They influenced him 

through his own experiences and perspectives,314 as well as through congressional and 

public pressure derived from them.315  Identifying this as the fundamental explanatory 

variable adds to the conventional wisdom, is my primary contribution in this chapter, 

and confirms the validity of my theory in this, the first of my Post-Cold War cases.   

The Somalia chapter of American foreign policy reinforced the Weinberger-

Powell Doctrine, as well as Vietnam-era lessons.  A young David Petraeus observed in 

his Princeton dissertation, "[T]he debate over how and when to commit American troops 
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abroad has become a debate over how to avoid, at all costs, another Vietnam.316”  The 

Weinberger-Powell Doctrine had this aim.  It codified a series of questions developed to 

guide presidential decisions about if, when, and where to use force.  After experiencing 

quagmires in Vietnam and Lebanon, Caspar Weinberger, Secretary of Defense for 

President Ronald Reagan and his Senior Military Assistant, then Major General Powell, 

wanted America to avoid future “sunk cost traps.”  As Weinberger said it, “These tests 

can help us to avoid being drawn inexorably into an endless morass, where it is not vital 

to our national interest to fight.317”  The Clinton administration recognized a need to 

update these lessons’ application to the new missions of the Post-Cold War world.  They 

codified their own lessons learned from Somalia in Presidential Decision Directive 25 

(PDD-25): Reforming Multilateral Peace Operations.318  It emphasized careful intervention 

selection, clear objectives, U.S. forces serving under American commanders, and 

avoiding casualties.319  The genesis for this focus was the Vietnam War and 

peacekeeping operation in Lebanon.   
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Somalia added to the impetus and foreshadowed the character of future wars in 

Afghanistan and Iraq.  There the “greater part of the warrior’s role involve[d] not killing 

but muting the antagonism caused by the warrior’s own unwelcome presence.320”  PDD-

25 was a pre-9/11 recognition that embarking on a military intervention warranted great 

caution, as well as deliberate policy, planning, and execution.  For, “if American forces 

find it difficult to adjust to the peculiar demands of such wars, then those responsible for 

formulating basic national security policy should consider the possibility that the wars 

themselves just might be futile.321” 

The next two case studies provide additional context to explore the veracity of 

my theoretical claims in other Commanders-in-Chief’s “sunk cost traps.”  In them I 

examine the manner in which the “shadow” cast by America’s interventions in Vietnam, 

Lebanon, and Somalia influenced Presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama’s 

responses to “sunk cost traps” in Iraq and Afghanistan.  The chapters examine both 

presidential application of the “lessons” from these prior conflicts, and how the sunk 
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costs already incurred during the current conflicts influenced their decision making.  

These are important case studies as they are two of the most salient “sunk cost traps” in 

recent history:  the 2007 Iraq and December 2009 Afghanistan surges.  In chapter five I 

examine the first, Bush’s implementation of a counterinsurgency strategy to achieve 

“breathing space” for the Iraqi government to pursue political reconciliation.  After the 

Somalia experience, this was also what Lake had indicated was the purpose behind 

peace keeping missions.322  In the subsequent chapter I look at Obama’s decision for 

Afghanistan, following a similar counterinsurgency strategy and on the heels of the 

then-proclaimed Iraq model of success.  
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Chapter 5:  The Iraq Surge (2007): The U.S. Government 
& Military Become Learning Organizations 

Introduction 

The 2003 to 2011 Iraq War is well known for the insurgency against the U.S. 

occupation and Iraqi government fueled by Al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) and other elements.  

Another, different type of bureaucratic “insurgency,” better understood as a bottom-up 

and outside-in push to change American war policy is less well known, but is an 

important part of the first Post-9/11 presidential “sunk cost trap.”  This chapter tells the 

story of how President George W. Bush and his national security team came to believe 

their policy was flawed and headed toward strategic failure.  Ultimately, it explains why 

Bush made a major course correction.   

Historical lessons acted as a filter through which Bush made strategic 

calculations about the stakes involved, due to the new security reality following 9/11 

and three years of failure in Iraq.  Given these new environs and the lessons learned 

from it, Bush most feared failure.  His advisors indicated that a surge was the only 

option that carried with it the possibility of success.  Correspondingly, consistent with 

my theoretical expectations, Bush anticipated regretting status quo efforts or 

deescalation.  Bush realized that would require going against a strong domestic political 

head wind.  Nonetheless, recent lessons from 9/11 and the early Iraq War years, some of 
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which were relearned from the Vietnam War, taught him such a response and 

counterinsurgency strategy was necessary.  So too did a new interpretation of the 

Vietnam War’s key strategic lesson.  Bush’s belief that Vietnam showed the necessity of 

winning wars differed from its “avoid a quagmire” lesson which influenced previous 

and subsequent Commanders-in-Chief in their sunk cost traps.  So, Bush surged with a 

new commander and a counterinsurgency strategy.   

The chapter utilizes the same five research questions as the other case study 

chapters to examine President Bush’s decision to escalate.  It sets up that analysis by first 

summarizing the case, including the administration’s policy reviews, bottom-up and 

outside-in influences, and Bush’s aspiration levels.  It then explores why this was a sunk 

cost trap, the options considered, the role of historical lessons and anticipated regret, 

alternative explanations, and the amount of consistency between Bush’s private 

rationale for and public justifications of his decision.   

Case Summary  

Since the rapid, successful invasion, ouster of Iraqi President Saddam Hussein, 

and Bush’s “mission accomplished” declaration May 1, 2003, events in Iraq had not gone 
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well.  This included the military occupation and development of a new government.1  

Paul Bremer, head of the Coalition Provisional Authority and initially charged with 

establishing stability after major combat operations, issued two disastrous edicts.2  The 

first was deba’athification.  Designed to show Iraqis that Hussein would not return, it 

prevented the old regime leadership from serving in a new government.3  The result, 

though, was the loss of important bureaucratic and administrative leaders necessary to 

run the government, most of whom were Ba’athist in name only—to secure employment 

under Hussein.4   The second order disbanded the Iraqi Army, creating the potential for 

400,000 armed and unemployed insurgents.5  Over the ensuing years, the war 
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progressed with events that both sides could claim as successes, while violence rose 

considerably.  The Iraqi government experienced punctuated successes involving 

constitution development and national elections, but was struggling to protect the Iraqi 

people.6   

Bush’s aspiration levels had evolved from regime change to building a 

democracy and counterterrorism.7  Regime change was the initial goal due to the belief 

that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction and terrorist linkages.8  Democracy 

promotion was part of Bush’s “Freedom Agenda,” perceived as an obligation to the Iraqi 

people, and seen as the only way to bring Iraq’s Shia and Sunni together.9  By 2006, the 
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“Remarks Following a Meeting with Military Leaders and an Exchange with Reporters,” January 26, 2007, 

Public Papers of the Presidents: 2007-Book 1: 67. For a discussion of Rumsfeld’s desire to have a new Iraqi 

leader “with a spine” replace Jaafari, see:  Edelman, Eric. SMU, CPH interview: March 24, 2015, accessed 

July 11, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/125160432.  The National Strategy for Victory in Iraq outlined progress Iraq 

was to make on political milestones, democratic institutions, counterterrorism, and security forces.” Bush, 

George W. "National Strategy for Victory in Iraq.” The White House:  

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/nation/documents/Iraqnationalstrategy11-30-05.pdf, Washington, 

DC, 2005.  A similar time phased approach continued during the surge.  See: Bush, George W. “Address to 

the Nation on Military Operations in Iraq,” September 13, 2007, Public Papers of the Presidents: 2007-Book 

2: 1196. 
7 Collins, Joseph and Nicholas Rostow. “An Interview with Stephen Hadley,” Prism: vol. 5: no. 3, July 2014: 

150.   
8 For Bush’s thinking about the dangers of allowing Hussein to remain in power, equipped with WMD, see:  

Rove, Karl. Courage and consequence: My life as a conservative in the fight. Simon and Schuster, 2010: 300-

301. 
9 Bush, George W. “Second Inaugural Address,” January 20, 2005, C-SPAN, accessed July 26, 2016: 

https://www.c-span.org/video/?185043-6/presidential-inaugural-address.  Jeffrey, Jim. CPH, SMU interview, 

https://vimeo.com/125160432
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/nation/documents/Iraqnationalstrategy11-30-05.pdf
https://www.c-span.org/video/?185043-6/presidential-inaugural-address
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added rationale was to confront terrorists there “so we do not have to face them here at 

home.10”  Further, Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice had adopted Lieutenant Generals 

David Petraeus and Ray Odierno’s terminology of “clear, hold, and build.”  This 

Vietnam-era strategy became the bumper sticker advertising the overarching 

components of what U.S. strategy should entail.11  

National Security Council (NSC) Staffers Peter Feaver and Meghan O’Sullivan 

orchestrated a meeting with administration outsiders at Camp David June 12-13 

designed to trigger a full policy review.12  Michael Vickers, Fred Kagan, Eliot Cohen, and 

                                                      

 

August 17, 2015, accessed July 9, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/137794310. Collins, Joseph and Nicholas 

Rostow. “An Interview with Stephen Hadley,” Prism: vol. 5: no. 3, July 2014: 150. 
10 Raum, Tom. "Bush's rationale for war shifting," The Deseret News, October 15, 2006: A20, seen April 22, 

2016: 

http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:onypKOCr9AgJ:glitterhelm.com/article/650198804/

Bushs-rationale-for-war-shifting.html+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us, 
11 Rice, Condoleezza.  “Iraq and U.S. Policy,” Congressional testimony before the Senate Committee on 

Foreign Relations, October 19, 2005, accessed September 18, 2016, at: https://www.c-span.org/video/?189410-

1/iraq-us-foreign-policy.  Also: Rice, Condoleezza. CPH interview, July 20, 2015, accessed June 27, 2016: 

https://vimeo.com/134265433.  Sorley, Lewis. A Better War: The Unexamined Victories and Final Tragedy of 

America’s Last Years in Vietnam, Harcourt Brace and Company, New York, 1999.  Rove, Karl. Courage and 

consequence: My life as a conservative in the fight. Simon and Schuster, 2010: 475.  Bush then adopted this 

phrase in subsequent speeches as well.  Bush, George W. “President Bush Delivers Remarks on the War on 

Terrorism,” November 11, 2005, Washington Post, seen Sept. 18, 2016: http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-

dyn/content/article/2005/11/11/AR2005111100987.html.  Bush, George W. “Transcript of Bush Speech,” 

December 12, 2005, CNN, seen Sept. 18, 2016: 

http://www.cnn.com/2005/POLITICS/12/12/bush.transcript.philly.speech/. 
12 Feaver, Peter.  CPH, SMU interview, April 27, 2015, accessed July 8, 2016: https://vimeo.com/131688470.  

O’Sullivan, Meghan. CPH interview: May 12, 2016: https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/166466344. 

Ricks, Thomas E. The gamble: General David Petraeus and the American military adventure in Iraq, 2006-

2008. Penguin, 2009: 42-45.  

https://vimeo.com/137794310
http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:onypKOCr9AgJ:glitterhelm.com/article/650198804/Bushs-rationale-for-war-shifting.html+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us
http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:onypKOCr9AgJ:glitterhelm.com/article/650198804/Bushs-rationale-for-war-shifting.html+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us
https://www.c-span.org/video/?189410-1/iraq-us-foreign-policy
https://www.c-span.org/video/?189410-1/iraq-us-foreign-policy
https://vimeo.com/134265433
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/11/11/AR2005111100987.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/11/11/AR2005111100987.html
http://www.cnn.com/2005/POLITICS/12/12/bush.transcript.philly.speech/
https://vimeo.com/131688470
https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/166466344
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Fred Kaplan presented differing views about what should be done in Iraq.13  However, 

the timing was not conducive to a comprehensive policy review.  Bush left Camp David 

early to visit the Iraqi Prime Minister in Baghdad.14  The administration’s reaction 

against the Revolt of the (Retired) Generals in April and in support of Secretary 

Rumsfeld delayed any change atop the Defense Department for six months.15  The 

seating of the Iraqi government on May 20 signaled that Iraq was making political 

progress and should be given some time to turn things around.  The killing of Al Qaeda 

in Iraq’s leader, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, on June 7, demonstrated U.S. military success, 

casting doubt on how much change was necessary.  Bush’s desire to depoliticize any 

review during the mid-term election campaign also contributed, as did entrenched 

assumptions of key leaders, both civilian and military, that had to be overcome.16   

Nonetheless, an informal and highly secretive policy review did begin in mid-

2006.  The group conducting it began to see the fundamental issue as determining the 

                                                      

13 Feaver, Peter.  CPH, SMU interview: April 27, 2015, accessed July 8, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/131688470. 

Vickers favored a light footprint that emphasized special forces and working with Iraqis.  Kagan favored 

escalation through a surge.  Cohen agreed, but said the main thing was what you did with the additional 

troops.  Kaplan was less critical of the current strategy, but said there was a need for counterinsurgency 

practices. Ricks, Thomas E. The gamble: General David Petraeus and the American military adventure in 

Iraq, 2006-2008. Penguin, 2009: 42-45. 
14 O’Sullivan, Meghan. CPH interview: May 12, 2016: https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/166466344. 

Feaver, Peter.  CPH, SMU interview: April 27, 2015, accessed July 8, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/131688470. 
15 Bolten, Joshua. Interview: CPH, SMU, May 15, 2015, accessed July 1, 2016: https://vimeo.com/128817283. 
16 O’Sullivan, Meghan. CPH interview: May 12, 2016: https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/166466344. 

Rove, Karl. CPH interview: Feb. 2, 2016: https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/153930806. Hadley, 

Stephen, Meghan O’Sullivan, and Peter Feaver. How “the Surge” Came To Be, Draft CPH, SMU Surge-Ten 

Year Anniversary Manuscript (Part 2, Chapter 1), January 2017: 375-378, 421-424, 431.  

https://vimeo.com/131688470
https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/166466344
https://vimeo.com/131688470
https://vimeo.com/128817283
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character of the war.  Was the situation in Iraq a counterinsurgency or a civil war? 17  

Each drew upon different historical analogies and presented different policy 

prescriptions.  An insurgency suggested a counterinsurgency such as General Creighton 

Abrams employed at the end of the Vietnam War to quell the violence, protect the 

people, and provide time for the Iraqi government to take hold.  If the root of the 

problem was a robust civil war, assuming the role of neutral peacemakers, such as 

America initially did in Lebanon in 1982, might be apropos.  

After the mid-terms, a formal, publicly acknowledged review ran from 

November 10 to 26.18  The group did not reevaluate American objectives, which were 

assumed constant.19  They did question U.S. influence of Iraqi leaders and addressed 

“the relationship between security and political reconciliation … [and] between U.S. 

force levels and security.20”  On the last day, a key meeting in the Solarium on the roof of 

the White House illustrated there was still no emerging consensus among principals.  

Rice and Rumsfeld both opposed the surge the NSC Staff supported.  Both Secretaries 

                                                      

17 Crouch, J.D.  SMU, CPH interview: June 25, 2015, accessed July 2, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/132171275. 
18 See: Feaver, Peter.  CPH, SMU interview, April 27, 2015, accessed July 8, 2016: 

https://vimeo.com/131688470.  Bolten, Joshua. Interview: CPH, SMU, May 15, 2015, accessed July 1, 2016: 

https://vimeo.com/128817283.  Crouch, J.D.  SMU, CPH interview: June 25, 2015, accessed July 2, 2016, at: 

https://vimeo.com/132171275. 
19 Crouch, J.D.  SMU, CPH interview: June 25, 2015, accessed July 2, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/132171275.  

In retrospect, then Lieutenant General Doug Lute believed that the ends should have been the starting point.  

Lute, Doug.  SMU, CPH interview: May 28, 2015, accessed July 12, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/131253237. 
20 Woodward, Bob. The War Within: A Secret White House History 2006-2008. New York, 2008: 207-08. 

https://vimeo.com/132171275
https://vimeo.com/131688470
https://vimeo.com/128817283
https://vimeo.com/132171275
https://vimeo.com/132171275
https://vimeo.com/131253237
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believed security was Iraq’s responsibility.21  Rice thought that America could not end 

the Iraqi feud, so should focus on counterterrorism.22  Rumsfeld favored the current 

approach of transitioning security to Iraq.  Too much U.S. involvement for too long 

would create an unhealthy dependency, like he had seen as President Reagan’s Lebanon 

envoy.23 

Other analogies were also relevant to Rumsfeld and the Vice President.  “‘If 

Rumsfeld saw a Kosovo on steroids, Cheney’s image was that last helicopter lifting off 

the roof of the Saigon embassy,’ J.D. Crouch said.24”  The different analogies suggested 

divergent stakes, solutions, and likely outcomes.  The Vietnam reference suggested 

higher stakes for the United States.  It heightened the importance of winning and 

suggested escalation was necessary to avoid a really bad outcome, as had the domino 

theory during the Vietnam War.  The Kosovo analogy—while not at all apt—had the 

opposite effect, suggesting that the situation could eventually stabilize without an 

                                                      

21 Baker, Peter. Days of Fire: Bush and Cheney in the White House. New York: Anchor, 2014: 510-13. 
22 Rice, Condoleezza. CPH interview, July 20, 2015, accessed June 27, 2016: https://vimeo.com/134265433. 

This would mean letting Iraqis fight out their sectarian conflict to its conclusion with U.S. soldiers remaining 

on the sidelines, intervening only to prevent a Srebrenica style genocide. See: Satterfield, David. CPH 

interview: January 14, 2016: https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/151922310. Pace argued that such a 

concept was impossible to define in a way intelligible to soldiers.  How would they know when acts 

constituting genocide were emerging versus more narrow forms of barbarity?  Moreover, that would place 

them in really bad moral dilemmas. Pace, Peter. CPH interview: January 20, 2016, seen June 29, 2016: 

https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/152509838. 
23 Rumsfeld, Donald. Known and unknown: a memoir. Penguin, 2011: 482-83.  
24 Baker, Peter. Days of fire: Bush and Cheney in the White House. Anchor, 2013: 490. 
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infusion of more resources.  The Solarium discussion did not result in a consensus, but it 

had been important for Bush to see opposing views first hand.25   

The Iraq Study Group, a congressionally commissioned, bipartisan committee 

led by former Secretary of State James Baker and former Congressman Lee Hamilton (D-

IN), published its report December 6, 2016.26  The report recommended a new 

diplomatic centric strategy, a train and advise mission, and requiring Iraqis to meet 

security, reconciliation, and governance benchmarks to obtain more aid.27  It was an exit 

strategy.  Bush’s team, however, relied on comments supporting a temporary surge if 

commander endorsed.28 

                                                      

25 Crouch, J.D.  SMU, CPH interview: June 25, 2015, accessed July 2, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/132171275.   
26 Hamilton saw the goal as identifying a way to reduce commitment and withdraw troops without a fixed 

timetable. Cheney, Dick and Liz Cheney. In my time: A personal and political memoir. Simon and Schuster, 

2012: 446. 
27 James A. Baker, III and Lee H. Hamilton, Co-Chairs. With Lawrence S. Eagleburger, Vernon E. Jordan, Jr., 

Edwin Meese III, Sandra Day O'Connor, Leon Panetta, William J. Perry, Charles S. Robb, Alan K. 

Simpson. The Iraq Study Group Report: The Way Forward––A New Approach. Authorized Ed. (New 

York: Vintage Books, 2006), http://bakerinstitute.org/research/the-iraq-study-group-report/. Also: Tama, 

Jordan. “Changing Course in a Time of War,” in: Maxmillian Angerholzer III, James Kitfield, Christopher P. 

Lu, and Norman Ornstein. Triumphs and Tragedies of the Modern Congress: Case Studies in Legislative Leadership, 

Center for the Study of the Presidency and Congress, Praeger: Santa Barbara, CA: 314.   
28 Baker et al. Iraq Study Group Report, 2006: 73. Bush saw most recommendations as a withdrawal 

rationale, so discounted them because he wanted options that could salvage the situation. Gates, Robert. 

CPH Interview: Oct 12, 2015, seen June 17, 2016: https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/149181345. 

Gordon, Michael. “Endgame Interview,” Jan. 11, 2007, Frontline: 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/endgame/interviews/gordon.html, seen June 20, 2016. Ed Meese’s 

perspective, however, was that the overall report was supportive of a surge. Meese, Edwin. Iraq Study 

Group Signatory. Phone interview with the author, November 2, 2018. 
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Another meeting December 11 further shaped Bush’s decision making.29  General 

(Retired) Jack Keane pointed out a mismatch between the President’s goals of victory in 

Iraq and the current strategy.30  Keane’s “vision for the prosecution of the Iraq War … 

reinforced the president’s thinking: add more troops, get them off the big bases and into 

local communities, change the priority to protecting the Iraqi people and focus on 

Baghdad.31”  Keane warned the president about the implications for future human costs 

of the strategy change he was proposing.  He said that the casualties would go up in the 

short-term, but they would be less long-term because the war would end faster, and on 

U.S. terms.  All attendees emphasized that history, rather than affirming the need to 

avoid micromanagement, showed the occasional need for presidents to overrule 

generals during wars.32  Keane said having the right leaders and presidential 

                                                      

29 These people included academics Eliot Cohen and Stephen Biddle, as well as General (Retired) Wayne 

Downing.   
30 Woodward, Bob. The War Within: A Secret White House History 2006-2008, 2008: 131-32. 
31 Mansoor, Peter & Petraeus, David. Surge: My Journey with General David Petraeus and the Remaking of 

the Iraq War. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013: 52. 
32 This was congruent with an observation by Bush’s new Chief of Staff who took over in April 2006.  Josh 

Bolten realized that the president he saw during Iraq meetings was different than the one he saw during all 

non-Iraq sessions. The former was deferential to those in uniform because of his great respect for their hard 

work, tough conditions, and their willingness to make the ultimate sacrifice. The latter was a leader who 

pushed the agenda, asked tough questions, and held his subordinate leaders accountable to deliver success 

on his policy aims. Bolten and Hadley sought a better process that would help Bush evolve into being a 

strong leader of his generals and reshape war policy. Bolten, Joshua. CPH interview: May 15, 2015, 

https://vimeo.com/128817283, seen July 1, 2016. Woodward, Bob. The War Within: A Secret White House 

History 2006-2008. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2008: 170.  Baker, Peter. Days of fire: Bush and Cheney in the 

White House. Anchor, 2013: 517. Feaver, Peter. CPH, SMU interview, April 27, 2015, accessed July 8, 2016: 

https://vimeo.com/131688470. Kaplan, Fred. The insurgents: David Petraeus and the plot to change the American 

way of war, 2014. Cohen, Eliot A. Supreme command: Soldiers, statesmen and leadership in wartime. Simon and 
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accountability—unlike the last three years—were “absolutely essential” for success.  

Without it “we will have squandered … lives by escalating the war.33” 

Bush then met with the JCS December 13 in the Pentagon’s “Tank”—their 

briefing room—where he heard their concerns.34  When Army Chief of Staff General 

Peter Schoomaker said that an escalation might break the force by the required 

deployment timelines, Bush replied that another loss, like in Vietnam, was more likely to 

do that.  The Chiefs begrudgingly agreed.35  It was an important, historically based 

moment.  Bush announced the surge, counterinsurgency strategy, and new commander, 

General David Petraeus, on January 10, 2007.  Figure A.5 shows the timeline, from the 

9/11 attacks to the war’s key events, policy reviews, and surge decision. 

                                                      

 

Schuster, 2012. Ricks, Thomas E. The gamble, 2009: 98-101.  Kagan, Fred. CPH interview: May 7, 2015, 2016: 

https://vimeo.com/128816876. 
33 Keane, Jack.  SMU, CPH interview: August 18, 2015, accessed July 11, 2016, at: 

https://vimeo.com/137792537. 
34 Hadley, Steve.  Speaking Engagement at Duke University, December 2, 2014. 
35 Feaver, Peter D. "The right to be right: Civil-military relations and the Iraq surge decision." International 

Security 35, no. 4 (2011): 108.  After agreeing to Bush’s Vietnam analogy, the Chiefs asked for a civilian surge 

in support of the military one since they believed that the rest of the government had not been, and needed 

to be, in the fight. They also wanted an increase in the size of the Army and Marine Corps to mitigate the 

concerns about deployment schedules in the mid to long-term. Before the meeting the president wanted to 

surge, but it was unclear whether that would happen because of the JCS’ and State’s opposition.  Bush 

emerged from the meeting with the impression that he could surge without suffering another revolt of 

(active duty) generals. See: Feaver, Peter. CPH interview, April 27, 2015, seen July 8, 2016: 

https://vimeo.com/131688470. 
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(1) Why was this a “sunk cost trap?”  

The costs of the Iraq War were staggering;  

they were “not perceived to be generating a level of benefits  

that can be convincingly described as proportionate to the costs.36” 

 

“In the middle of a war—particularly one that’s going badly, as it was, obviously,  

for a three-year stretch there in Iraq—that’s taking up a huge amount of energy.37” 

 

“The human, financial, and strategic costs of the war far outweigh its benefits.38” 

Bush was in a sunk cost trap because the war was not going well, America lacked 

a strategy for success, and yet Bush wanted to maintain his aims.39  The Al-Askari 

(“Golden Dome”) Mosque bombing in Samarra in February 2006 marked a significant 

milestone.  The deliberate targeting and destruction of one of Shia Islam’s most holy 

sites by Sunni extremists fueled even more heightened sectarian violence.  “Iraq was 

devolving into civil war … The number of attacks was soaring, civilian casualties were 

skyrocketing, the Iraqi government couldn’t keep the country from unraveling, and our 

own forces didn’t have the right strategy.40”  Between December 2005 when the elections 

                                                      

36 Dandeker, Christopher. “What ‘Success’ Means in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya,” in: Burk, James, ed. How 

9/11 changed our ways of war. Stanford Univ. Press, 2013: 123. The same sentiment prevailed during Bush’s 

sunk cost trap. 
37 Woodward, Obama’s Wars, Simon & Schuster, 2010: 357. 
38 Duss, Matthew and Lawrence Korb. “Hagel Should Stand by Iraq Opposition,” January 31, 2013, Politico, 

seen July 18, 2016, at: http://www.politico.com/story/2013/01/chuck-hagel-should-stand-by-iraq-opposition-

086931.  
39 Hannah, John. CPH, SMU interview: April 27, 2015, accessed July 9, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/131666291.  

O’Sullivan. CPH Interview: May 12, 2016: https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/166466344. 
40 Kaplan, Fred. The insurgents, 2014: 232, 230. Also: p. 202-3: In summer 2006, sectarian attacks ranged 30-

40/day with civilian casualties between 50-200/day. In the fall, the numbers got even worse, “up by more 
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were held and mid-May 2006, the Iraqis were unable to form a government, further 

inhibiting effective responses to the downward spiral.   

According to many experts, Iraq was quickly descending into civil war.  On 

August 3, Senator Carl Levin of the Senate Armed Forces Committee asked General John 

Abizaid, Commander of U.S. Central Command, whether Iraq was sliding towards civil 

war.  Abizaid responded, “I believe that the sectarian violence is probably as bad as I 

have seen it, in Baghdad in particular, and that if not stopped it is possible that Iraq 

could move towards civil war.41”  In October, when more than 3,700 Iraqis were killed, 

the highest monthly death toll since the beginning of the war, prompted UN Secretary 

General Kofi Annan to say that Iraq was close to a civil war.42  Others assessed Iraq has 

having already crossed that threshold.  In November, a classified CIA report categorized 

                                                      

 

than 40 percent.”  Attacks went from 500/week during the winter of 2005-6 to 800 by late summer 2006. 

Roadside bombs numbered 1,200 in August 2006 and were at an “all time high” according to MNF-I 

spokesman, Major General William Caldwell IV, with Baghdad alone suffering 1,000 civilian deaths. 

“Weekly Attacks in Iraq, January 2004-May 2010” and “Civilian Deaths, January 2006-May 2010” charts in: 

Gordon, Michael R., and Bernard E. Trainor. The endgame, 2012: xv-xvi. Rumsfeld, Donald. Known and 

unknown, 2011: 679. O’Sullivan, Meghan. CPH interview: May 12, 2016: 

https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/166466344. Ricks, Thomas E. The gamble, 2009: 55. 
41 Abizaid, John P.  Senate Hearing 109-885. U.S. Government Printing Office, S. Hrg. 109-885, “Iraq, 

Afghanistan, and the Global War on Terrorism,” Testimony before the Senate Armed Services Committee, 

August 3, 2006, seen June 20, 2016, at: https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/CHRG-109shrg35223/html/CHRG-

109shrg35223.htm. Also:  Abizaid, John P. CPH Interview: April 13, 2016, at: 

https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/162773252. 
42 Douglas, William. "Bush Rejects Notion Iraq Has Fallen into Civil War," Miami Herald, November 29, 

2006: 20A, http://infoweb.newsbank.com/resources/doc/nb/news/115C55E6E5CC3D30?p=NewsBank, seen 

April 15, 2016. 
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the conditions in Iraq as a “civil war.43”  At the Council of Colonels meeting on 

November 27, 2006, there was “one thing that [everyone] could agree on.  Iraq was in a 

civil war, and we were on the road to defeat.44” 

The costs associated with this sunk cost trap were significant and are captured in 

Table 6.1.  The United States had been fighting for nearly four years, already longer than 

its involvement in World War II (WWII).  The nation had lost nearly three thousand of 

its troops, with almost 23,000 wounded.45  The number of attacks had skyrocketed from 

250 to more than 3,500 per month by May 2006, and the numbers increased during the 

fall.46  Iraqi civilian deaths, which would grow to approximately 135,000, were 

approaching 45,000.47  Weekly expenses had grown to nearly $2 billion.48  Cumulative 

financial costs from the war’s start to Bush’s war policy change announcement were 

around $335 billion, just for direct military operations.49  This does not include expenses 

for homeland security, other War on Terrorism missions or future Iraq operations, 

                                                      

43 Gordon, Michael R., and Bernard E. Trainor. The Endgame, 2012: 295. 
44 Mansoor, Peter & Petraeus, David. Surge, 2013: 45. 
45 Stiglitz, Joseph and Linda Bilmes. The Three Trillion Dollar War: The True Cost of the Iraq Conflict, Allen Lane, 

London (2008): 251.   
46 Woodward, Bob.  State of Denial. Simon and Schuster, 2006: 472.  
47 Hooker Jr, Richard D., and Joseph J. Collins. Lessons Encountered: Learning from the Long War. National 

Defense University, Fort McNair, D.C., 2015: 402.  And: “Iraq Body Count.” Iraq Body Count, accessed April 
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49 Hooker Jr, Richard D., and Joseph J. Collins. Lessons Encountered, 2015: 432. 
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additional veteran medical costs, or other macro-economic and social costs, the total of 

which has been estimated to exceed $4 Trillion.50   

The loss of international credibility at home and abroad were other costs, though 

less quantifiable ones.  America’s credibility was at stake internationally, and Bush’s 

personal reputation were on the line domestically and overseas.51  Like during American 

military participation in Vietnam, there were few other nations with significant troop 

contributions.  This was partially because of how the administration had conducted the 

lead up to the war, disagreements about the justification for war, and the decision not to 

get a second UN security council resolution.  Events like the Abu Ghraib prison scandal 

did not help once the war began.  Domestically, Bush’s overall approval rating was at 

37%, down from 89% after 9/11 and 70% after the Iraq invasion.52  Using public opinion 

as a proxy, Bush had lost half of his political capital since the start of the war.  Public 

opinion had generally been on the wane since the early successes of the war (see Figures 

6.2 and 6.3 at the end of Question 1).  However, the administration noticed a palpable 

difference sometime in 2005 to 2006.  “Speeches had lost their ability [to influence public 

                                                      

50 Stiglitz, Joseph and Linda Bilmes.  The Three Trillion Dollar War, 2008: 31. 
51 Bush, George W. Decision points. Broadway Books, 2011: 262. 
52 Job Approval, George W. Bush. The American Presidency Project. Gallup Poll data; compiled by Gerhard 

Peters, at: 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/data/popularity.php?pres=43&sort=pop&direct=DESC&Submit=DISPLAY, 

accessed July 7, 2016.  

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/data/popularity.php?pres=43&sort=pop&direct=DESC&Submit=DISPLAY
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opinion].  They no longer had any purchase.  Only events were going to influence them 

[to change their perspective on the war].53”   

 

Table 5.1:  Sunk Costs Facing Bush in Iraq 

 

 

Time 

 

Violent Incidents 

& Casualties 

 

Financial 

Investment 

 

Personal 

Credibility 

 

National Prestige 

47 

months 

 

(3/20/03 – 

1/10/07) 

Attacks increased 

from approx. 250 

to 3,500/month.54 

 

(5/03 to 5/06) 

 

2,998 military 

members had 

died since the 

war had begun.55 

 

22,834 wounded 

military 

members.56 

 

43,772 - 64,523 

Iraqi civilian 

deaths.57 

$335.75 Billion in 

estimated war 

funding, based on 

budget requests.58 

 

(FY03 - 1st Qtr, 

FY07) 

Bush 

presidential 

legacy at risk. 

 

Bush’s overall 

approval rating 

was at 37%, 

down from 89% 

after 9/11 and 

70% after the 

Iraq invasion.  

Using public 

opinion as a 

proxy, Bush had 

lost half of his 

political capital 

since the start of 

the war.59 

International 

credibility at 

risk if U.S. 

allowed terrorist 

hotbed. 

 

Middle East 

stability at risk. 

Heightened 

sectarian 

conflict.  Iran 

gained 

increased 

leverage in Iraq.  

Democracy 

promotion 

stifled.60 

 

                                                      

53 Rove, Karl. CPH interview: Feb. 2, 2016, seen June 19, 2016: 

https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/153930806.   
54 Woodward, Bob. State of Denial. Simon and Schuster, 2006: 472. 
55 Stiglitz, Joseph and Linda Bilmes.  The Three Trillion Dollar War, 2008: 251. 
56 Stiglitz, Joseph and Linda Bilmes. The Three Trillion Dollar War, 2008: 251. Similar figures at: "Operation 

Iraqi Freedom." iCasualties: Iraq Coalition Casualties Count, accessed April 15, 2016: 

http://icasualties.org/Iraq/Index.aspx. 
57 “Iraq Body Count.” Iraq Body Count, accessed April 15, 2016, at: 

https://www.iraqbodycount.org/database/.  

https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/153930806
http://icasualties.org/Iraq/Index.aspx
https://www.iraqbodycount.org/database/
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(3/19/03 – 

12/31/06) 

Advanced IED 

components and 

training 

increasingly 

linked to Iran.61 

 

By the fall of 2006, the war had lost a large amount of congressional support as 

well.  On November 17, 2005, John Murtha (D-PA), a decorated Vietnam War veteran, 

called for withdrawing all 153,000 troops from Iraq within six months.  That timeline 

would have been the fastest possible, even if all transport assets were available and no 

other strategic precautions were taken to stabilize Iraq.62  Harry Reid, Senate Minority 

Leader, said, “We need leadership from the White House, not more whitewashing of the 

very serious issues confronting us in Iraq.63”  Ranking member of the Senate Foreign 

                                                      

 

58 Hooker Jr, Richard D., and Joseph J. Collins. Lessons Encountered, 2015: 432.  Similar figure for a longer 

time period, January ‘99-September ’06, ($318 Billion) in: Belasco, Amy. Cost of Iraq, Afghanistan, and Other 

Global War on Terror Operations Since 9/11. DIANE Publishing, 2009. 
59 Job Approval, George W. Bush. The American Presidency Project. Gallup Poll data; compiled by Gerhard 

Peters: 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/data/popularity.php?pres=43&sort=pop&direct=DESC&Submit=DISPLAY, 

seen July 7, 2016.  
60 See: Duss, Matthew and Peter Juul. “The Iraq War Ledger (2013 Update): A Look at the War’s Human, 

Financial, and Strategic Costs,” March 19, 2013, Center for American Progress, accessed July 18, 2016, available 

at: https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/security/report/2013/03/19/57173/the-iraq-war-ledger-2013-

update/.  
61 Woodward, Bob. State of Denial. Simon and Schuster, 2006: 449. 
62 Feaver, Peter D. "Anatomy of the Surge." Commentary-New York-American Jewish Committee, 125, no. 4 

(2008): 28. 
63 Schmitt, Eric. "Withdrawal of G.I.'s is Urged by Key Democrat." NYT. November 18, 2005, seen April 15, 

2016. 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/data/popularity.php?pres=43&sort=pop&direct=DESC&Submit=DISPLAY
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/security/report/2013/03/19/57173/the-iraq-war-ledger-2013-update/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/security/report/2013/03/19/57173/the-iraq-war-ledger-2013-update/
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Relations Committee, Senator Joseph (Joe) Biden, later called for decentralizing power in 

Iraq.64  Republican leadership, also disenchanted, urged congressmen up for reelection 

to distance themselves from Bush and the war to avoid defeat.65  Mitch McConnell, the 

Republican Whip in the Senate, pleaded with Bush to bring some troops home because 

not doing so would cost Republicans seats in the midterms.66   

Sunk Cost Salience 

“To invoke a word from the unmentionable Vietnam era,  

Iraq was looking more and more like a quagmire.67” 

 

The war’s sunk costs had salience at a micro and macro level.  At the micro level 

was the impact felt by families that had lost loved ones, and that those human losses had 

on the president.  Cindy Sheehan, in a meeting with a couple of Bush aides, used the 

sunk cost argument against the president’s strategy of perseverance in Iraq. “‘Don’t let 

the president say that he needs to send more troops to get killed in order to honor the 

sacrifice of my son,’ she told them.68”  Other parents felt differently, consistent with sunk 

costs’ relevance.  One of the same advisers who had met with Sheehan reflected on those 

                                                      

64 Biden, Joseph R., Jr., and Leslie H. Gelb. “Unity Through Autonomy in Iraq,” May 1, 2006, New York Times, 

accessed September 19, 2016, at: http://www.nytimes.com/2006/05/01/opinion/01biden.html?_r=0.  
65 Nagourney, Adam. “Democrats Turned War into Ally,” The New York Times, November 9, 2006, accessed 

April 16, 2016, available at: http://www.nytimes.com/2006/11/09/us/politics/09recon.html?ref=politics&_r=0.  
66 Baker, Peter. Days of Fire: Bush and Cheney in the White House. New York: Anchor, 2014: 466-467. 
67 Kaplan, Fred. The insurgents, 2014: 211, emphasis in the original text. 
68 Baker, Peter. Days of fire: Bush and Cheney in the White House. Anchor, 2013: 404. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2006/05/01/opinion/01biden.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/11/09/us/politics/09recon.html?ref=politics&_r=0
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meetings.  “‘The most prominent emotion was…Don’t let my son have died in vain.’  

One slain soldier’s mom told Bush, ‘He did his job. …[D]o yours.69’”   

Undersecretary of Defense for Intelligence, Stephen Cambone, characterized a 

continued effort as an important way of “keeping faith in the people who have fought 

this war, and making certain that what was gained, wasn’t lost.70”  Peter Baker, the New 

York Times White House correspondent, concluded that, “for Bush, withdrawing troops 

before Iraq was secure would mean admitting their sons and daughters had indeed died 

in vain, and that was something he just could not let happen.71”  Philip Zelikow, Rice’s 

State Department Counselor shared Baker’s sentiment.  “The President said, ‘We 

knocked this thing down, and we have … to discharge our responsibilities.72’”  James 

Jeffrey, at the time a State Department advisor for Secretary Rice on Iraq and a future 

ambassador there agreed.  “I cannot emphasize enough the need [for Bush] to have a 

result that justifies the sacrifices of our troops.73”   

At a macro level, although the situation was unraveling, many foreign policy 

experts, generals, and administration officials realized the strategic value of a stable Iraq.  

                                                      

69 Baker, Peter. Days of fire: Bush and Cheney in the White House. Anchor, 2013: 482. Also: Cheney, Dick 

and Liz Cheney. In my time, 2012: 445. Cheney writes that families’ messages usually were, “Finish the job.” 
70 Cambone, Stephen. CPH interview: May 15, 2015, seen June 5, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/128817215. 
71 Baker, Peter. Days of fire: Bush and Cheney in the White House. Anchor, 2013: 482. 
72 Zelikow, Philip.  SMU, CPH interview: March 24, 2015, accessed July 2, 2016, at: 

https://vimeo.com/125156284. 
73 Jeffrey, Jim. CPH, SMU interview, August 17, 2015, accessed July 9, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/137794310.  

https://vimeo.com/128817215
https://vimeo.com/125156284
https://vimeo.com/137794310
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Secretary Rice “knew that the U.S. couldn’t afford to lose; U.S. credibility and power 

would have diminished more severely than at any time since the Vietnam War.”  Given 

the importance of the Middle East, “the damage would have been deeper and more 

lasting.74”  Analysis done for the Pentagon’s Office of Net Assessment concluded 

similarly that, “The costs of failure are likely to be high, … much higher than was 

incurred following the U.S. withdrawal from Haiti, Somalia, Lebanon, or even 

Vietnam.75”  In fact, comparing Iraq to the circumstances in Vietnam some 35 years prior 

led to the conclusion that the current situation “was even worse considering that the 

level of violence existed after two years spent training, equipping and funding 263,000 

Iraqi soldiers and police.  The cost had been $10 billion, and American teams had been 

embedded with most of the Iraqi units for over a year.  At an equivalent time in 1971, 

after several years of Vietnamization, the trend lines of insurgent violence had been 

down, not up.76” 

Before Bush could ask for options for a war policy change (Question 2), though, 

he had to realize he was facing a sunk cost trap.  It took a long time, but Bush 

increasingly came to that realization between late 2005 and fall 2006.77  During that 

                                                      

74 Rice, Condoleezza. No Higher Honor: A Memoir of My Years in Washington, New York: Crown, 2011: 506.  
75 Ricks, Tom. The gamble, 2009: 13. 
76 Woodward, Bob. State of Denial. Simon and Schuster, 2006: 480. 
77 Rove, Karl. CPH interview: Feb. 2, 2016, seen June 19, 2016: 

https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/153930806.  
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period, he and his administration were no longer able to ignore the grim reality that had 

been evident for some time to Congress, the press, and the American people.78  For Bush, 

his aspiration levels and his legacy were in jeopardy.  He had one chance left to improve 

the situation and to save his dwindling political capital that would be necessary for 

other initiatives on his agenda.79  Figures 6.2 and 6.3 show his evolving public opinion 

challenge.   

 

                                                      

78 For more on why it took so long: Hadley, Stephen, Meghan O’Sullivan, and Peter Feaver. How “the Surge” 

Came To Be, Draft CPH, SMU Surge-Ten Year Anniversary Manuscript (Part 2, Chapter 1), January 2017: 375-

378, 421-424, 431. I acknowledge the very substantial challenges to a policy change.  It seems to me, 

however, that the obstacles detailed were primarily challenges to policy change more than they were 

preventions of a policy review.   
79 Rice, Condoleezza. CPH interview, July 20, 2015, seen June 27, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/134265433. 

Other issues requiring political capital included Iran, North Korea, energy, education, and criminal 

background checks. 

https://vimeo.com/134265433
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Figure 5.1:  Public Opinion on Invasion Decision 
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Figure 5.2:  Public Approval of Bush’s Handling of the Iraq War – (Preparations in) 2002 

through 2008  

 

Belief that the country had done the right thing had dropped 30%, from 

approximately 70% to 40% from the invasion to the surge announcement (Figure 6.1).  

Over the same period, popular support for Bush’s handling of the war had dropped 

even further, from roughly 70% to 30%.  These public opinion drops were a personal 

credibility indicator, alongside human losses, violence levels, and financial costs, that 

Bush was in a sunk cost trap and needed new options.80 

                                                      

80 For more on why it took so long to arrive at the conclusion that change was needed: Hadley, Stephen, 

Meghan O’Sullivan, and Peter Feaver. How “the Surge” Came To Be, Draft CPH, SMU Surge-Ten Year 

Anniversary Manuscript (Part 2, Chapter 1), January 2017. The rationale they detail is very 

understandable—essentially entrenched assumptions later proved wrong—and did present a substantial 

obstacle to change. Yet, when military units conduct reviews after each of their operations to improve future 
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(2) What were the president’s options and what strategy did he 
implement? 

“The surge … was [about] changing some of the theory of the previous strategy.81” 

Conceptually the options were to “Pull out of Iraq.  Do less to force the Iraqis to 

do more.  Do the same [thing].  Do more of the same [with more troops].  Go all in with a 

different strategy and a new operational concept.82”  Yet sunk cost considerations had 

delayed policy change.  The thought was, “We have invested so much in Iraq, we must 

not lose it.  [And,] we have invested so much in defending the Casey-Abizaid strategy, 

we should be careful about sabotaging it by critiquing it publicly.83”  Once key players 

accepted the direness of the situation, that perspective began to change.  This section 

explains variants of the conceptual options eventually considered by the JCS, the NSC 

staff, and the current team in Iraq.  One option the military examined was to escalate via 

                                                      

 

tactics—even when nothing went wrong—it is not too much to ask that their policy masters do the same at a 

strategic level every six to twelve months.  
81 Feaver, Peter.  CPH, SMU interview, April 27, 2015, accessed July 8, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/131688470. 
82 Hoffman, Frank G. and G. Alexander Crowther. “Strategic Assessment and Adaptation: The Surges in Iraq 

and Afghanistan,” in: Hooker Jr, Richard D., and Joseph J. Collins. Lessons Encountered: Learning from the 

Long War. National Defense University, Fort McNair, D.C., 2015: 101. 
83 Feaver, Peter.  Email to the author, January 2017. 

https://vimeo.com/131688470
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more forces (Go Big).  The second was a lighter footprint focused on advising ISF for up 

to a decade (Go Long).  The third was to withdraw (Go Home).84 

O’Sullivan’s informal review team drafted a memo detailing potential risks and 

benefits associated with four options.85  They included an option (“Adjust at the 

Margins”) that diverged from the status quo only in hastening the transition of security 

responsibilities to Iraqis even faster than currently intended.  It assumed a major 

escalation risked Iraqi support for the Maliki government by increasing the U.S. military 

presence.  Another alternative (“Target our Efforts”) entailed focusing U.S. efforts 

against Al Qaeda, letting Iraqis handle the sectarian violence since only the former threat 

posed a direct threat to America, while the latter was an internal threat. 86  It threatened 

to leave U.S. soldiers in a moral quandary as they saw the Iraqi bloodbath unfold and 

were unable to intervene.  It might also abandon Iraq before it could secure itself. 

A third possible strategy (“Double Down”) infused additional troops and 

civilians, changed to a population-centric counterinsurgency strategy, extended 

                                                      

84 One of the other four options they developed involved walling off select neighborhoods to control the 

flow of people in and out (Enclave Strategy).  It sought to stem the sectarian and insurgent threat by creating 

a practical means for deterring, identifying and detaining bad actors before they carried out more attacks in 

strife torn areas.  This tactic later became a part of those implemented.  For an explanation of how the 

walling off of areas worked, see: Sky, Emma. The Unraveling, 2015: 169.  The other three military options 

included partition of Iraq based on sectarian cleavages, gradual withdrawal, or a combination of these 

strategies. See: Woodward, Bob. The War Within: A Secret White House History 2006-2008, 2008: 203-204. 

Feaver, Peter. Email to author, January 2017. 
85 The explanation of this option comes from: Woodward, Bob. The War Within, 2008: 190-92. 
86 The explanation of this option comes from: Woodward, Bob. The War Within, 2008: 190-92. 
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deployments, expanded the armed forces, and prioritized the fight for Baghdad.  The 

risks were multi-faceted.  Domestic political support would be difficult to secure and 

maintain.  Maliki was unproven.  There had been no Iraqi request for additional forces.  

More forces and a counterinsurgency strategy that pushed American troops off the large 

bases and into a role of securing the Iraqi population would result in more U.S. 

casualties until violence abated, and could increase “Iraqi dependency.”  This approach 

could break the U.S. military, if not accompanied by raising end strength levels.  

Violence could return once America left, rendering the extra effort for naught.87    

The final option the O’Sullivan memo listed “would focus more resources 

exclusively on Maliki and his government” if he proved capable of being a national 

versus sectarian leader (“Bet on Maliki” or the “80% option”).  It focused efforts on 

exploiting political success among the 80% of Iraqis that comprised the Shia and Kurd 

populations.88  This alternative differed from the double down strategy in that it sent 

additional resources straight to Maliki’s government instead of investing them “across 

                                                      

87 The explanation of this option comes from: Woodward, Bob. The War Within, 2008: 190-92. 
88 The explanation of this option comes from: Woodward, Bob. The War Within, 2008: 190-92. Khalilzad, 

Zalmay. The Envoy, St. Martin’s Press: New York, 2016: 278. 
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the board.”  This would put Iraqis in the lead whether ready or not.  It risked stoking the 

insurgency by leaving the Sunnis out of the equation.89   

The current chain of command in Iraq, backed by Secretary Rumsfeld, also 

offered several options.  Casey’s four options included “acceleration of the transition to 

Iraqi control; reinforcement; status quo; and … a fixed withdrawal schedule.90” All but 

the reinforcement (i.e. escalation) option involved the current approach or slight variants 

of it.  A December 8 memo from Rumsfeld to Bush and Vice President Cheney continued 

to back the train and transfer policy.  In it the outgoing Defense Secretary argued that 

“‘No increase in the level of U.S. forces can substitute for successful diplomacy … in 

getting the Iraqi Government to act.91’”   

After conducting their own reviews, interagency positions solidified.  The Joint 

Staff favored the status quo.  The NSC staff recommended a surge.  The State 

Department argued that it was too late for a surge.92  Rice was later won over, however.  

Her concern had been that the change not simply add more troops that would result in 

more American deaths in vain.  Because the new strategy would involve a different 

                                                      

89 The U.S. Ambassador to Iraq, Zalmay Khalilzad, argued that “both Shia and Sunni extremists were the 

problem, and that we needed to empower moderates and isolate both sets of bad actors.” The Envoy, 2016: 

278. 
90 Woodward, Bob. The War Within: A Secret White House History 2006-2008, 2008: 170. 
91 Baker, Peter. Days of fire: Bush and Cheney in the White House. Anchor, 2013: 516. 
92 Feaver, Peter.  CPH, SMU interview, April 27, 2015, accessed July 8, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/131688470. 

https://vimeo.com/131688470
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approach that Rice believed might prove successful, she supported it.93  Casey was still 

against anything more than a one or two brigade surge.  The Iraq Study Group 

recommended increasing diplomatic engagement to “build stability in Iraq and the 

region” and an increase in advisors embedded in the Iraqi army.94  Figure 6.3 portrays 

the main options seriously considered.95  The chart captures differences between 

alternatives across an escalation/deescalation spectrum, both militarily and 

diplomatically.  The closer the options are to the graph’s middle, the more they resemble 

status quo efforts.     

 

                                                      

93 Rice, Condoleezza. CPH interview, July 20, 2015, accessed June 27, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/134265433.  

Baker, Peter. Days of fire: Bush and Cheney in the White House. Anchor, 2013: 515. 
94 James A. Baker, III and Lee H. Hamilton, Co-Chairs. The Iraq Study Group Report: The Way Forward –– A 

New Approach, Vintage Books, 2006: 

http://www.usip.org/isg/iraq_study_group_report/report/1206/index.html. Mansoor, Peter & Petraeus, 

David. Surge, 2013: 50. 
95 The NSC “Bet on Maliki” option, not portrayed on Figure 6.3, was similar to Option 6.  

https://vimeo.com/134265433
http://www.usip.org/isg/iraq_study_group_report/report/1206/index.html
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Figure 5.3:  Bush’s (Iraq) “Sunk Cost Trap” Response Options96 

 

This chart shows that between the Bush administration, the military, and the Iraq 

Study Group, a wide range of options were explored.  It also enables a better 

comparison of the options across diplomatic and military factors—conceptually and for 

this case.  Conceptually, presidents can manipulate options in the number of additional 

troops deployed or withdrawn.  They can change the type of mission those forces 

conduct.  They can adjust the intensity of diplomacy undertaken and the breadth of its 

focus bilaterally, regionally, or globally.  They can modify the amount of political capital 

expended on domestic politics to secure popular and congressional support.  They can 

                                                      

96 The blue dot represents the implemented strategy. 
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determine the pace at which those changes will be implemented, and how long they will 

last—within certain feasible logistical parameters.   

The strategy Bush implemented (Option 7 in blue) involved the greatest amount 

of military escalation, but less overt regional diplomacy than recommended by the Iraq 

Study Group report.  The “Go Home” option involved a significant degree of 

deescalation militarily.97   The other options fell in the middle.  They ranged the gamut 

on the deescalation-escalation spectrum, both in terms of what they would involve 

politically/diplomatically and what would be required militarily.  Under the options in 

the top right quadrant of the graph, diplomacy with Maliki would increase, and they 

would involve a civilian surge.  That would be most notable in a doubling of the number 

of Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) that provided economic development 

assistance to local Iraqis.  Yet the surge did not involve the level of engagement with 

Iran and Syria, among others, that the Baker-Hamilton report had envisioned.   

                                                      

97 The “Go Home” option might have involved a wide range of levels of diplomatic activity, from much 

deescalation to much escalation, and everything in between.  The placement of the dot depicted for that 

option is based on the assumption that core U.S. interests in Iraq and the Middle East would have endured 

during and after the withdrawal of troops.  More diplomacy might be necessary to pursue those interests 

with less troops on the ground.  At the same time, less forces would have removed some of the reasons for 

diplomacy.  The net result might be that diplomacy levels would have remained approximately the same.  I 

have found no information to indicate that the JCS considered the possible changes in levels of diplomacy 

with their “Go Home” option.  In fact, it would have been outside their scope.  I am also unaware of State 

Department discussions about diplomatic escalation/deescalation for options other than the strategy 

actually implemented, but there must have been some. 
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To change war policy, the administration had to see security as priority one 

rather than Iraqi political reconciliation, or reducing the U.S. signature.  Originally, the 

thought was Iraqi political development and security force growth would decrease the 

number of attacks.  Yet an established Iraqi government under a ratified constitution, 

with their own security forces, did not reduce violence.98  After an NSC staff Iraq visit in 

October 2006, civilian policy makers’ logic had flipped.99  Security was more 

fundamental than political progress.  The latter could not occur without the former.100  

American forces were necessary, and “the Iraqi people’s desire for security trumped 

their aversion to occupation.101”  Bush realized that escalation might lead to “throwing 

                                                      

98 O’Sullivan, Meghan. CPH interview: May 12, 2016: https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/166466344.   
99 Baker, Peter. “George W. Bush: The Decider and Delegator,” in: Maxmillian Angerholzer III, James 

Kitfield, Norman Ornstein, Stephen Skowronek, eds. Triumphs and Tragedies of the Modern Presidency, Center 

for the Study of the Presidency and Congress, Praeger: Santa Barbara, CA, 2001: 308. Bush, George W. 

Decision points. Broadway Books, 2011: 363. Feaver, Peter D. "The right to be right: Civil-military relations 

and the Iraq surge decision." International Security 35, no. 4 (2011): 101-103, 111. Bush, George W. Decision 

Points. Broadway Books, 2011: 363-364. Allawi, Ali. The occupation of Iraq: Winning the war, losing the peace. 

Yale Univ. Press, 2008.   
100 O’Sullivan, Meghan. CPH interview: May 12, 2016: https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/166466344. 

O’Sullivan recalled a Baghdad meeting interrupted three times by indirect fire, demonstrating that political 

developments were impossible without better security. 
101 Bush, George W. Decision points. Broadway Books, 2011: 268. Kagan, Frederick.  SMU, CPH interview: 

May 7, 2015, seen July 7, 2016: https://vimeo.com/128816876. Edelman, Eric. SMU, CPH interview: March 24, 

2015, seen July 11, 2016: https://vimeo.com/125160432. Rove, Karl. CPH interview: February 2, 2016: 

https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/153930806. Cheney, Richard. CPH interview: August 6, 2015, 

accessed June 26, 2016, available at: https://www.dropbox.com/s/9vsz4e3qj9u2eqa/ 

Dick%20Cheney%20-%20The%20Surge%20%28edited%20audio%2C%20compressed%29.mp3?dl=0.  

https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/166466344
https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/166466344
https://vimeo.com/128816876
https://vimeo.com/125160432
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more lives away in a losing cause,” but the gamble was worthwhile if victory was 

possible.102   

After deciding on a surge, the question for Bush became twofold: whether Maliki 

would act in a national versus sectarian fashion, and how large of a surge to conduct.  

These were the subjects of discussion by the principals at the president’s ranch in 

Crawford, Texas at the end of December.  Satterfield had written that Maliki’s “actions 

and failures to act increasingly reflected a Shia sectarian identity.103  The U.S. 

Ambassador to Iraq, Zalmay Khalilzad, attempted to convince Bush that Maliki was a 

serious guy.  Unlike the former Prime Minister Ibrahim al-Jaafari, Khalilzad thought 

Maliki wanted to do more to go after the insurgents and terrorists.  Maliki had 

summoned Casey and Khalilzad and criticized America’s approach; he wanted the 

United States to use more force.  Moreover, since Maliki believed the United States acted 

too slowly to be effective against the threats, he wanted more forces trained and greater 

                                                      

102 Baker, Peter. Days of fire, 2013: 518. Also: Rice CPH interview, July 20, 2015: https://vimeo.com/134265433. 

Lute, Doug. SMU, CPH interview: May 28, 2015, accessed July 9, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/131253237. 

Metz, Steven. Decision making in Operation Iraqi Freedom: The Strategic Shift of 2007. Vol. 2. Strategic 

Studies Institute, 2010. Hadley, Stephen. CPH interview: June 2, 2015, accessed March 12, 2016: 

https://vimeo.com/131167565. O’Sullivan, Meghan. CPH interview: May 12, 2016: 

https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/166466344. Crouch, J.D.  SMU, CPH interview: June 25, 2015, 

accessed July 2, 2016: https://vimeo.com/132171275.  
103 Woodward, Bob. The War Within: A Secret White House History 2006-2008. New York, 2008: 188. 
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control over the ISF so he could do it.104  Some U.S. officials argued that Maliki wanted 

more control so he could pursue a sectarian agenda.  But when Maliki was cajoled into 

public announcements that the law would be applied evenly across sectarian lines, and 

that he would allow U.S. troops freedom to maneuver and target Shia extremists, the 

Bush administration view was that he could become a national leader and reliable 

partner.105   Given this assumption, the risk of the surge seemed mitigated.  Bush 

decided to help Maliki with additional resources and regular mentoring via video-

telephone conference meetings.106   

As for the size of the surge, the debate had shifted from if to how much, and 

what the sequencing of the additional forces should be.  How many brigades should be 

included, and should there be a separate decision for each additional brigade after the 

first two?  An idea had floated around the interagency in mid to late December to send 

two brigades initially, with subsequent brigades only sent one-by-one if two proved 

                                                      

104 Khalilzad, Zalmay. CPH interview: June 25, 2015, accessed March 18, 2016: https://vimeo.com/132171274.   

Also:  Khalilzad, Zalmay. The Envoy, St. Martin’s Press: New York, 2016: 281-83. 
105 Khalilzad, Zalmay. The Envoy, St. Martin’s Press, 2016: 281. Baker, Peter. Days of fire, Anchor, 2013: 513. 
106 Bush, George W. Decision points. Broadway Books, 2011: 377. 
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insufficient.  This was a compromise typical of interagency solutions.107  Bush decided 

that he would only make the decision once.108  

(3) What role did historical lessons and anticipated regret play? 

“I recognize that history cannot predict the future with absolute certainty. … 

But history does remind us that there are lessons applicable to our time.   

And we can learn something from history.109” 

 

9/11 Lessons 

“The 9/11 attacks were the most consequential global event  

since the dissolution of the Soviet Union. …  

[They] catalyzed major change in U.S. grand strategy almost immediately.110” 

 

                                                      

107 Feaver, Peter.  CPH, SMU interview, April 27, 2015, accessed July 8, 2016, at: 

https://vimeo.com/131688470. 
108 Crouch, J.D.  SMU, CPH interview: June 25, 2015, accessed July 2, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/132171275. 
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Maliki would not accept more than that for his own domestic political reasons. Hannah, John. CPH, SMU 

interview: April 27, 2015, accessed July 9, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/131666291. Gates, Bob. CPH Interview: 
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be new boss at Central Command headquarters, had testified before Congress as recently as November 15 
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“The mobilization that the term “war” implied was a useful conceptual framework right 

after 9/11.  It also signaled that the United States would not simply strike back and then 

wait for the next terrorist attack, as it had in the past, but that this was going to be a 

continuing campaign to bring the perpetrators of the 9/11 attacks to justice, to disperse 

and destroy their organization—at least to the point that it was no longer capable of 

mounting another 9/11-scale attack.111” 

 

“The events of 9/11 remained a guiding star for Bush.112” 

 

“The events of 9/11 altered the ‘calculus of risk.113’” 

 

Similar to theoretical expectations, the most recent and significant traumatic 

event, the 9/11 attacks, had shifted Bush’s thinking.114  No longer could America afford 

to prosecute terrorist threats with a defensive and criminal based approach.  The United 

States had to hunt terrorists proactively, abroad, and on a war footing—before they 
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scored another major terrorist attack against the homeland.115  America would also go on 

the offensive and take out state-based threats thought to be harboring terrorists, Bush’s 

doctrine of preventative war.116    

The president laid out the central tenets of his new doctrine during his West 

Point commencement speech on June 1, 2002.  “The war on terror will not be won on the 

defensive.  We must take the battle to the enemy, disrupt his plans, and confront the 

worst threats before they emerge.  In the world we have entered, the only path to safety 

is the path of action. … If we wait for threats to fully materialize, we will have waited 

too long.117”  In his memoir Decision Points, President Bush explained his thinking 

further.   

Before 9/11, Saddam was a problem America might have been able to manage.  

Through the lens of the post-9/11 world, my view changed.  I had just witnessed 

the damage inflicted by nineteen fanatics armed with box cutters.  I could only 

imagine the destruction possible if an enemy dictator passed WMD to terrorists.  

With threats flowing into the Oval Office daily–many of them about chemical, 

biological, or nuclear weapons–that seemed like a frighteningly real possibility.  
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The stakes were too high to trust the dictator’s word against the weight of 

evidence and the consensus of the world.  The lesson of 9/11 was that if we waited 

for a danger to fully materialize, we would have waited too long.  I reached a decision: 

We should confront the threat from Iraq, one way or another.118   

 

Another speech, five years after the West Point one, echoed similar thoughts and 

emphasized the offensive element that Bush saw as critical.  “September the 11th 

changed my way of thinking, and it should change the way our country views the world 

as well. … I believe it [the threat] requires a relentless search, relentless pressure on an 

enemy that wants to do us harm again.  I would rather defeat them over there than face 

them here.119”  This latter excerpt came from a speech in July 2007, while the 

implementation of the surge was facing some of its darkest days.  The timing of that 

speech—just one of many possessing similar themes during that period—demonstrated 

that during his sunk cost trap decision and implementation, Bush was still operating 

under his new threat perception, shifted by 9/11.120  Additionally, given the sunk costs 
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and the experience in Iraq to date, there were other lessons shaping the strategic lens 

through which Bush made his policy change decision.   

Iraq War Lessons 

“If we had learned one lesson from … Iraq, it was that we had to give the people 

 a sense of security before anything else could work.121” 

After a persistent and increasingly violent, complex cocktail of sectarian conflict 

and an insurgency convinced the administration of the strategic failure of its current 

policy, they were primed for additional lesson learning.  They drew an important lesson 

from the Iraq War that they layered on top of the 9/11 lesson.  The early Iraq years 

showed them that counterinsurgency was necessary to make lasting security gains and 

promote democracy.122  Some lessons had their genesis from the bottom-up.123  For 

instance, the informal NSC review began with an analytic effort to determine what they 

had learned from the Iraq and Vietnam Wars.124  

                                                      

121 Gates, Robert. Duty. Random House, 2014: 212. 
122 Rove, Karl. Courage and consequence: My life as a conservative in the fight. Simon and Schuster, 2010: 299. 
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Bottom-Up Lesson Learning 

The bottom-up developments followed two general tracks on the military side: 

failure and success induced learning.  Failure during the early Iraq War years prompted 

some leaders to reevaluate the strategy.  One of these was Lieutenant General Ray 

Odierno.  Having adopted a conventional, heavy handed approach as a division 

commander that failed to produce the desired results, he searched for a better way.  

While working for Secretary Rice as her liaison to the Joint Staff, Odierno realized that 

U.S. forces were turning over security responsibility to the ISF too early; American units 

needed to “clear and hold.125”  This lesson also became important to the White House.  

“Very important were the lessons internal to the Iraq war, in particular how quickly 

gains during the ‘clear’ phase were lost because we were unable to ‘hold’ and then how 

much harder it proved to ‘clear’ the next time.  This convinced him [Bush] that the costs 

of ‘trial and error’ and ‘taking our hands off the bicycle’ was too costly.126”  Thus, these 

                                                      

125 Kaplan, Fred. The insurgents, 2014: 240.  Odierno then went on to implement this strategy when he 
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Iraq War lessons, rediscovered from Vietnam, persuaded Bush that he more anticipated 

regretting deescalation implications, which might mean losing hard-won gains. 127   

Other military leaders were influenced primarily by success, rather than failure.  

They wanted to take to scale the success they had experienced at lower levels.  Petraeus 

was influenced by his doctoral research on the Vietnam War’s military lessons, as well 

as by his success in Mosul early in the Iraq War.128  He had an opportunity to influence 

the broader military effort in Iraq while in his next two assignments, and specifically set 

out to do so.  While serving as the commander of the element responsible for training 

the ISF, Petraeus included counterinsurgency principles in the training regime.129  Then, 

as the leader of the Combined Arms Command, he led the writing of the 

counterinsurgency manual, which he helped ensure the military would apply in the 

contemporary fights.130   
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Leavenworth, Kansas. 



 

 

344 

The new manual drew extensively on the lessons learned in previous conflicts, 

including David Galula’s experiences fighting insurgencies in Indochina and Algeria, 

the American military experience in the Vietnam War, and the Iraq War from 2003 to 

2006.131  In FM 3-24’s introduction, Sarah Sewall wrote of the institutional dogma that the 

new doctrine was pushing against and its attempt to turn the military into a learning 

organization.  “This counterinsurgency manual challenges much of what is holy about 

the American way of war. … Those who fail to see the manual as radical probably don’t 

understand it, or at least understand what it’s up against. … The side that learns faster 

and adapts more rapidly—the better learning organization—usually wins.132”  Daniel 

Serwer, the Executive Director for the Iraq Study Group, assessed the new war policy 

“implementation was directly related to the counterinsurgency manual.133”   

America’s strategic failure, contrasted with a few tactical successes during the 

2003-2006 period—including his own—had served as Petraeus’ impetus for writing the 

new manual.  Beginning in late 2005 when Petraeus assumed command at Fort 

Leavenworth, he sought broad, sweeping changes to the way the Army trained for and 
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fought in Iraq.  This was months before the informal review began and a year before the 

formal review was announced.  

The Team at the Combined Arms Center, the commanders of the branch schools, 

and I did, indeed, set out to change how the Army educated leaders and trained 

units – and also to overhaul most of the major events of the “road to 

deployment” – to ensure that deploying units and their leaders were as well 

prepared as was possible to fight the wars in which we were engaged.  This … 

[involved the] Field Manual on Counterinsurgency, seeking to capture … the 

scenarios at the combat training centers and the leader development courses for 

our commissioned, warrant, and noncommissioned officers. … [There we taught] 

the concepts needed to inform our operational campaigns [in] Iraq and 

Afghanistan.134 

These changes eroded an entrenched, anti-counterinsurgency military culture, in 

place since the Vietnam War, and prepared the military to embrace 

counterinsurgency.135    

During the 2005-2006 period when Petraeus was implementing these changes, 

his publications came to O’Sullivan and Cheney’s attention.136  They had come to 

believe, like Fred Kagan and then Lieutenant General Stan McChrystal, that 
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counterinsurgency was necessary.  They thought it not a winning strategy to simply use 

“special forces with decapitation raids.137”  

The early recognition of this lesson led the administration to seize on the “clear, 

hold, build” catchphrase in late 2005 to describe its strategy.  Yet that refrain was 

disconnected from the reality of what the Pentagon was actually doing in Iraq at that 

time.138  “The mantra of clear, hold, and build was an elaborate bumper sticker for the 

White House and, in the final analysis, an egregious bit of deceptive advertising, since 

the hope-inspiring military effort it highlighted—Tal Afar—was the exception rather 

than the rule” throughout 2006.139  What the administration’s attachment to “clear, hold, 

and build” at that point showed, however, was that they were in search of a better 

strategy, thought that counterinsurgency might be it, and that contrasting lessons of 

success and failure from the last couple years were shaping decision-making. 

Another officer who wanted the military to embrace counterinsurgency and 

apply it throughout Iraq was Colonel H.R. McMaster.  He had successfully utilized a 

counterinsurgency approach during 2004-2005 in Tal Afar, Iraq as a brigade 

commander.  McMaster had also passed off the successful game plan to his replacement, 
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Colonel Sean MacFarland, who also experienced success with the same approach in Tal 

Afar, and later in Ramadi.  The latter coincided with and spurred the Al Anbar 

“Awakening” in the fall of 2006, at the same time officials in D.C. were seriously 

relooking war policy.140  These successes added to those experienced by Petraeus and 

McMaster to provide hope in an otherwise dark security situation.141   

Additionally, McMaster’s published doctoral thesis about the Vietnam War had 

argued that generals’ failure to properly advise civilian policy makers constituted a 

Dereliction of Duty.  This failure on the part of senior military leaders contributed, 

McMaster argued, to the first war America lost.142  When on the JCS’ Council of 

Colonels, this Vietnam era “lesson” contributed to his frank assessment of the situation 

and his belief that America needed to act like the superpower it was and win the war.143  

Through McMaster’s role on the Council of Colonels and Petraeus’ role developing and 

implementing the new doctrine across the force, each exerted a bottom-up influence, 
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along with their requisite organizations, in the eventual decision for the new policy.144  

In both cases, the influence was informed by a study of Vietnam’s lessons and seen 

through the filter of recent Iraq War experiences.145  In both cases, what drove them was 

a desire to transform the Army into a learning organization by exporting these lessons.146 

Vietnam War Lessons 

“The President felt his greatest obligation was not to create another Vietnam.147” 

A major operational lesson of the Vietnam War is that “population is the prize.148” 

“Petraeus … applied the lessons of Vietnam to the Iraq campaign.149” 

One of the reasons that early lessons from the Iraq War were influential was 

because of their connection with lessons “learned” and forgotten from the Vietnam War, 

which had so deeply impacted the military.150  This connection had spurred Keane to 

action.  He was energized by seeing Rumsfeld respond to Senator Clinton during 

testimony August 3, 2006 before the Senate Armed Services Committee.  Rumsfeld 

                                                      

144 The drafting of the counterinsurgency field manual and the lessons learned along the way were all fed 
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replied to Clinton’s critique that he was presiding over a “failed policy” with “happy 

talk and rosy scenarios” in the following manner.  “I do not know that there is any 

guidebook that tells you how to do it [to meet the security requirements in Iraq without 

unduly feeding the insurgency against the U.S. occupation by having too many forces 

there].  There is no rule book, there is no history for this.151”  But Keane insisted that 

there was in the form of lessons from Malaya, the Vietnam War, and elsewhere about 

counterinsurgency principles.152  Yet those lessons were no longer in most of the Army’s 

institutional memory as Keane told Chairman Pace in fall 2006.  “The U.S. Army is ill-

prepared to deal with this reality [of the insurgency and sectarian violence in Iraq].  

We’re trained to fight big conventional war. ... We purged ourselves of the lexicon of 

everything that dealt with how to fight counterinsurgency because of the result of the 

outcome of the Vietnam War.153”   

Moreover, leaders during the Iraq War had recognized parallels with the 

Vietnam War and repressed the connections because of the negative connotations.  

Casey was severely limited by what he could do due to the hard-wired resistance of 
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Rumsfeld to treating the threat as an insurgency.154  George Packer explained this state of 

denial as the lingering influence of Vietnam’s “shadow.”  “‘They [senior leaders] didn’t 

even want to say the ‘i’ word [insurgency],’ one officer in Iraq told me.  ‘It was the 

spectre of Vietnam.  They did not want to say the ‘insurgency’ word, because the next 

word you say is ‘quagmire.’  The next thing you say is ‘the only war America has lost.’  

And the next thing you conclude is that certain people’s vision of [the] war is wrong.155’”  

This story captured the sentiment of how Vietnam’s impact still affected military 

operations more than thirty years later.  Bush eventually turned this aversion to reality 

on its head by using a Vietnam analogy to emphasize the need to win in Iraq. 

Bush acknowledged the parallels with the Vietnam War era in an August 22, 

2007 speech to the annual convention of the American Veterans of Foreign Wars.  “Then, 

as now, people argued that the real problem was America’s presence and that if we 

would just withdraw, the killing would end.156”  Bush saw it differently.  One of his 

Vietnam War lessons was based on National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger’s famous 

1969 memorandum to President Nixon.  In it, Kissinger said that troop withdrawals 
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would become like “salted peanuts” to the American public: the more they had, the 

more they would want.157  This was an important consideration to the Bush White House 

as well, leading to a different diagnosis of the problem.158  The issue was not the U.S. 

presence.  “In fact, asserted the president, the problem in Vietnam was that U.S. forces 

had not fought long enough.  He contended that giving up before the fight was won had 

damaged American credibility in the eyes of its Cold War adversaries.159”  “For Kennedy 

the Vietnam War taught the need to understand the limits of American power; for Bush 

it taught the need to use that power boldly.160”  Although Bush made that particular 

comparison with the Vietnam War during the surge’s implementation, his comment to 

the JCS December 13, 2006 showed that he was thinking the same way at the time of his 

decision making.161   

Keane later explained Bush’s thinking about how the Vietnam War provided a 

lesson about winning that was relevant to the Iraq endeavor.  He did so by drawing on 

Lewis Sorley’s Better War thesis about the change in war strategy from General William 
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Westmoreland to General Creighton Abrams.162  After employing an inappropriate 

attrition strategy under Westmoreland, the military implemented a counterinsurgency 

strategy in 1968 under Abrams and began achieving more favorable effects.  “We had 

defeated the insurgency by ’71 but we lost political support.  We had the wrong strategy 

for three years.  The irony of what took place in Iraq, the contrast is so stark it’s 

extraordinary.163”  From his perch in the State Department, James Jeffrey saw things 

similarly.  In 2006 he thought the United States was still in the Westmoreland phase of 

“search and destroy” instead of the Abrams phase of protecting the population.164  

Despite the few success stories where tactical level military leaders used 

counterinsurgency successfully, the military had not yet fully embraced it.   

Similarly, comparing the strategies used in Vietnam before and after 1968 was 

relevant in determining what should be done in Iraq for at least one important Bush 

advisor.  Karl Rove was thinking about Vietnam strategies in considering what needed 

to be done in Iraq.  “In a way, the [2006] American strategy was replicating General 

William Westmoreland’s ‘search and destroy’ strategy of the Vietnam War, with a 

similarly unsatisfactory outcome.  We needed an updated version of General Creighton 
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Abrams’s ‘ink blot’ strategy, which called for concentrating forces on key areas, securing 

them, and spreading out to secure ever larger sections of the country.165”   

The influence of Vietnam War lessons extended beyond picking an overall 

strategy to how that strategy should be implemented.  Considering an incremental 

escalation of war policy versus a decisive application of force conjured up memories of 

President Lyndon Johnson’s incremental escalations during the Vietnam War.166  Bush 

wanted to avoid the incremental approach because it would prolong the Iraq War, as it 

had the Vietnam War, contributing to a quagmire instead of a decisive outcome.  That 

lesson also resonated with others in the White House.  When some advisers 

recommended an incremental approach to the surge whereby Bush would approve one 

or two additional brigades at a time, Rove disagreed.  “We’d already gone through 

[incremental troop increases] in the 1960’s, and we kept stepping up the number of 

troops over the period of time, and the American people had some sort of memory of 
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that.  Better to say ‘Bam!’ then to say ‘Little bit, little bit, little bit, little bit.167’”  Bush 

agreed.  He told those who proposed the idea, “‘I’m not going to make this decision five 

times.  That looks like incrementalism.168’”  Thus, to effect a positive change, Bush 

believed he needed to heed Vietnam era lessons about strategy selection and 

implementation.169   

They also would have been well served to better heed a Vietnam lesson about 

measuring progress.  Civilian and military leaders had also “learned” from the Vietnam 

War that the right metrics are important, but prior to the policy review still relied on 

inappropriate measures to assess progress.  Policy makers and generals had come to 

decry the use of body counts during the Vietnam War as a deceptive measure of success.  

The United States lost 58,000 dead to North Vietnam’s one million.  America had won 

every battlefield engagement, but it was irrelevant as North Vietnam had won the 

political victory.170  Similar dynamics were taking place during the first few years in Iraq.  

“Even though it raised the ghosts and anguish of Vietnam,” policymakers including 

                                                      

167 Rove, Karl. CPH interview: Feb. 2, 2016, seen June 19, 2016: 

https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/153930806. 
168 J.D. Crouch, II.  CPH interview: June 25, 2015, seen June 22, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/132171275. 
169 The input from advisers who had learned from Vietnam through traumatic personal experience (Jeffrey, 

Keane, Downing, McCaffrey) and study (Rove, Petraeus, Cohen) were recalled during crisis decision 

making to make sense of the situation, the stakes, and the potential solutions. See: Petraeus, David Howell. 

The American military and the lessons of Vietnam: a study of military influence and the use of force in the post-

Vietnam era. Princeton University, 1987: 31-32.  Petraeus explains how traumatic personal experiences 

influence thinking, especially during crisis decision making when information is incomplete, time is limited, 

and the stakes are high.  He also finds that lessons influence organizational cultures. 
170 Summers, Harry G. On strategy: A critical analysis of the Vietnam War. Random House Digital, Inc., 1995: 1. 

https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/153930806
https://vimeo.com/132171275


 

 

355 

Rumsfeld and Bush utilized comparative body counts to discuss U.S. and Iraqi 

progress.171  American officials also relied on Iraqi political milestones and the number 

of ISF trained as measures of progress, hoping those metrics would eventually result in a 

reduction in the number of violent attacks.172  However, that proved elusive until the 

surge.   

The use of the number of ISF trained as a measure of effectiveness toward 

achievement of U.S. aims was a mistake; it was only a measure of performance.  It was a 

necessary component of increasing Iraqi capacity and capability to provide for their own 

security.  It was not a real measure of effectiveness in the fight, though.  The number and 

quality of the ISF actually in the field, as well as the frequency and type of operations 

they were undertaking, against what type of targets, how long they could ‘hold’ terrain, 

and whether they pursued a sectarian or nationalist agenda were more true reflections 

of Iraqi’s readiness to assume control over its own security in a way consistent with U.S. 

goals.  So too were the quality of the judicial system and Maliki’s leadership—whether it 

galvanized national support or increased sectarian divides.  Increased levels of trained 

ISF showed movement toward a performance benchmark, but did not necessarily 

demonstrate effectiveness toward achieving policy aims.   
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Although informed by Vietnam “lessons,” this failure of understanding and 

metrics is a large part of why it took until 2006 before the administration identified the 

extent of the problem.  It contributed to wrong assumptions and clouded judgment 

about the real nature of the problem, lasting a few months beyond the bombing of the 

Golden Dome Mosque, when matters could have come into focus.  Another factor 

contributing to the length of time before the war policy change was “the President 

wrestling with the challenge of violating the ‘don't micromanage’ lesson.173”  Bush did 

not want to repeat the perceived mistakes of President Lyndon Johnson picking 

bombing targets, or otherwise micromanaging military tactics from the White House.   

However, the academics and retired generals at the December 11, 2006 meeting with 

Bush encouraged him that history, instead of affirming a lack of micromanagement, 

pointed out that presidents sometimes had to overrule generals during wars.174  This 

effectively freed Bush to change course—against the advice of his current field 

commanders. 
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Lessons Summary 

“The question is not whether the classic counterinsurgency principles of clear, hold,  

and build work. … The question is whether the extraordinary investment  

of time, blood, and treasure required to make them work is worth the cost.175” 

In summary, Bush’s options were clarified by actors keen on lessons learned in 

Iraq, some of which were relearned from Vietnam.  These lessons were made stronger 

by their historical grounding in the Vietnam War experience.  Yet Feaver assessed 

Vietnam lessons’ importance relative to those from the Iraq War this way.  “Far more 

influential than Vietnam was the within-Iraq success of Petraeus, McMaster, and others. 

… [It] suggested to us [the NSC Staff and White House] that we knew how to do this if 

we committed to it.176”  The Iraq War lessons, then, formed the basis of Bush’s strategic 

risk calculus and option selection. 

Hence, two matters are clear with regard to these lessons.  First, they were “very 

much on the minds of the central decision makers” and were “used at important 

junctures in the policy process.177”  Second, the lessons perceived by policy makers as 

most recent mattered most and were “consistent with the option chosen.178”  Together 

these measures constitute Yuen Foong Khong’s two-pronged test for arguing that 

historical lessons influenced Bush’s policy change decision.  The ‘why these lessons were 
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important’ so far has been because leaders saw them as useful examples that they 

believed offered potentially helpful policy prescriptions to the contemporary problem.  

The next subsection on anticipated regret continues the discussion of ‘why’ they were 

important to the decision to escalate with a new strategy: the perceived implications of 

the available options suggested that it would result in less anticipated regret. 

Anticipated Regret  

“The one thing that has changed today from the past [before 9/11]  

is that the stakes are arguably bigger and more consequential than ever before.179” 

 

The “willingness to tolerate risk had gone down after 9/11.180” 

 

“The worst mistake would be to think that if we pulled out,  

the terrorists would leave us alone.181” 

The perceived implications of deescalation and withdrawal caused Bush to more 

anticipate regretting those approaches than the domestic opposition to escalation.  

Withdrawal, he thought, would lead to even greater violence throughout Iraq and the 

region.  A perceived American defeat would embolden adversaries and lessen U.S. 
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credibility with partners, but victory would have the opposite effect.182  Promoting 

“freedom and human dignity,” in his view, offered the best solution to combat those 

dangers.183  Moreover, Bush saw operations in Iraq as the central component of the 

global war on terror.184   

This rationale caused Bush to rebut the State Department’s proposal to cut losses.  

State saw deescalation or withdrawal as an important way to preserve flexibility for 

other problems—namely dealing with Iran.  The President and his team saw this 

approach as flawed.  They assessed that once the previous investment was accepted as 

sunk, America would lose leverage in the region.  Every other problem would be worse 

if the country gave up in Iraq.  This conclusion is an important rebuttal of the traditional 

economic understanding of sunk costs, and may help explain why policy makers rarely 

behave as economists recommend.185 

One reason deescalation engendered a significant anticipation of regret was the 

potential for the Iraqis’ sectarian bloodletting to turn into a full blown genocide, and the 
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resulting implications for America.186  Although Bush had considered other options, as 

he explained to the country when announcing the new war policy, he had “concluded 

that to step back now would force a collapse of the Iraqi Government, tear the country 

apart, and result in mass killings on an unimaginable scale.  Such a scenario would 

result in our troops being forced to stay in Iraq even longer and confront an enemy that 

is even more lethal.  If we increase our support at this crucial moment and help the 

Iraqis break the current cycle of violence, we can hasten the day our troops begin 

coming home.187”  Bush went on to explain that “failure in Iraq would be a disaster” 

whose “consequences … are clear” for radical Islamic extremists, Iran, the region, and 

the adverse impact it would have on America.  “On September the 11th, 2001, we saw 

what a refuge for extremists on the other side of the world could bring to the streets of 

our own cities.  For the safety of our people, America must succeed in Iraq.188”  

Following the surge announcement, Bush continued to reiterate the reasons for 

his anticipated regret, tying them to the lessons he had learned from 9/11 and the first 

three years of the Iraq War.  “To step back from the fight in Baghdad would have 
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disastrous consequences … . The Iraqi Government could collapse; chaos would spread; 

there would be a vacuum; into the vacuum would flow more extremists, more radicals, 

people who have stated intent to hurt our people.189”  Bush also explained the 

ramifications of such developments.  “What’s different about this conflict than some of 

the others is that if we fail there, the enemy will follow us here.  … And that’s one of the 

main reasons why I made the decision I made.190”   

In a news conference on May 24th, 2007, the president expounded on the 

implications to U.S. interests and why he anticipated regretting deescalation—what he 

considered premature withdrawal.  “Failure in Iraq will cause generations to suffer ... Al 

Qaida will say, yes, once again, we’ve driven the great, soft America out of the region.  It 

will cause them to be able to recruit more.  It will give them safe haven.  They will be a 

direct threat to the United States.191”  In his memoirs, Bush wrote about the non-

escalation options.  “I worried [that with them] we might not succeed.  If Iraq split along 

sectarian lines, our mission would be doomed. … I didn’t think it was practical to 
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withdraw from the cities and let the violence burn out. … I worried Iraq could be broken 

so badly that it would be impossible to put back together.192” 

Bush further captured the rationale behind his new war policy in an address to 

the American people a couple days after U.S. Ambassador to Iraq Ryan Crocker and 

General Petraeus testified before Congress for the first time on the surge’s progress.  In 

that September 2007 speech Bush indicated the stakes and made claims about what the 

new policy would achieve versus the ghastly ramifications of a premature withdrawal.   

The success of a free Iraq is critical to the security of the United States.  A free 

Iraq will deny Al Qaida a safe haven.  A free Iraq will counter the destructive 

ambitions of Iran.  A free Iraq will marginalize extremists, unleash the talent of 

its people, and be an anchor of stability in the region.  A free Iraq will set an 

example for people across the Middle East.  A free Iraq will be our partner in the 

fight against terror, and that will make us safer here at home.  Realizing this 

vision will be difficult, but it is achievable.  Our military commanders believe we 

can succeed.  Our diplomats believe we can succeed.  And for the safety of future 

generations of Americans, we must succeed.  If we were to be driven out of Iraq, 

extremists of all strains would be emboldened.  Al Qaida could gain new recruits 

and new sanctuaries.  Iran would benefit from the chaos and would be 

encouraged in its efforts to gain nuclear weapons and dominate the region.  

Extremists could control a key part of the global energy supply.  Iraq could face a 

humanitarian nightmare.  Democracy movements would be violently reversed.  

We would leave our children to face a far more dangerous world.  And as we 

saw on September the 11th, 2001, those dangers can reach our cities and kill our 

people.  Whatever political party you belong to, whatever your position on Iraq, 

we should be able to agree that America has a vital interest in preventing chaos 

and providing hope in the Middle East.193 
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Bush’s anticipated regret of deescalation and withdrawal saturates this 

impassioned speech.   

Bush’s administration shared his anticipated regret of deescalation.  Cheney was 

determined not to continue the policy of counterterrorism responses pursued in the 

1980s and 1990s.  It was a new era after 9/11, and those policies had failed the country.  

They had convinced terrorists that you could change U.S. policy if you killed enough 

Americans, and they invited more attacks.194  A former Marine who had served in 

Vietnam, Ambassador James Jeffrey wanted to avoid “a defeated American military like 

in Vietnam” at all costs “so that we could withdraw with honor at least.195”  That which 

military leaders most anticipated regretting changed during the decision making.  

Initially, the Chiefs’ most feared breaking the force, and that escalation would cause 

public opinion to plummet further, as in the Vietnam War.  After Bush agreed to grow 
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the Army and the Marine Corps, and assured them he could handle the politics, their 

anticipated regret shifted to the consequences of a Vietnam-like strategic failure.196    

In summary, Bush made his sunk cost trap decision by weighing the perceived 

risks of the feasible options through a strategic, historical lessons filter.  It was this 

mechanism which informed his anticipated regret of each alternatives’ likely 

consequences.  Even after Bush was out of office and had had more time to reflect on his 

decision making, his rationale still revolved around an anticipated regret of a 

deescalatory strategy.  “We could be looking at a repeat of Vietnam–a humiliating loss 

for the country, a shattering blow to the military, and a dramatic setback for our 

interests.  If anything, the consequences of defeat in Iraq would be even worse than in 

Vietnam” because of the national security repercussions highlighted in the September 

2007 speech.  More terrorist attacks could occur on U.S. soil as a result of a premature 

departure from Iraq.  “We had to stop that from happening.197”   

The decision making for the Iraq surge is a story of past lessons informing the 

present war effort.  Prior to the declassification of substantial portions of Bush 

administration documents, it is difficult to argue without caveat that historical lessons 

played the decisive role in Bush’s escalation decision.  However, the available evidence, 
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which is already significant and constitutes a rich set of memoirs, secondary sources, 

and numerous interviews/oral histories is consistent and clear.  Historical lessons were 

the impetus for military leaders and civilian policymakers to believe that success was 

possible if they changed course.  Those lessons also pointed to what the new course of 

action should entail, and how it should be implemented.  From start to finish, lessons 

from the Vietnam War, the 9/11 attacks, and the current war in Iraq played a very 

important role.  As a result, Bush escalated.  His view of history showed him he could 

anticipate a greater regret accompanying status quo efforts or deescalation than with 

escalation.   

Theoretical Consistency – Hypothesis 2 

Hypothesis 2:  In “sunk cost traps” after 9/11, new lessons taught that failing to 

proactively combat international terrorism through counterinsurgency could result in 

another major attack on America, influencing presidents’ decisions for escalation to 

avoid the regret that would cause.198 

Hypothesis 2 appears to be a partially accurate statement of why Bush made the 

decision he did.  As I postulated in Hypothesis 2, historical lessons did influence Bush’s 

decision to escalate.  Moreover, some of these lessons were ones that came to the 

forefront because of 9/11 and after hard fought battles in the initial years in Iraq.  What I 

did not account for in Hypothesis 2 is the extent to which Vietnam lessons remained 
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significant, were linked to the “new” lessons, and provided added rationale for 

escalation.   

The reason Vietnam-era lessons remained relevant was because leaders 

influenced by that war had positions of influence during the Iraq decision making.  The 

Vietnam War had triggered a traumatic learning experience for key civilian and military 

leaders shaping policy during Iraq.199  It explains lesson learning by the likes of Petraeus, 

Keane, McMaster, and Jeffrey.200  As Petraeus wrote in his 1987 dissertation, "For the 

military ... the debate over how and when to commit American troops abroad has 

become a debate over how to avoid, at all costs, another Vietnam.201"  Had it not been for 

the deep impact of the Vietnam War on the military, and their understanding of its 

impact on the country, Bush’s efforts to obtain JCS buy-in for a surge might have turned 

                                                      

199 Bush, George W. “Remarks at the Veterans of Foreign Wars National Convention in Kansas City, 

Missouri,” August 22, 2007, Public Papers of the Presidents: 2007-Book 2: 1103.  Rove, Karl. Courage and 

consequence: My life as a conservative in the fight. Simon and Schuster, 2010: 475.  Jeffrey, Jim. CPH, SMU 

interview, August 17, 2015, accessed July 14, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/137794310.  Petraeus, David 

Howell. The American military and the lessons of Vietnam: a study of military influence and the use of force in the 

post-Vietnam era. Princeton University, 1987.  Keane, Jack.  SMU, CPH interview: August 18, 2015, accessed 

July 11, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/137792537.  Lute, Doug.  SMU, CPH interview: May 28, 2015, accessed 

July 9, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/131253237. Petraeus wrote that the military’s cultural lesson learning from 

recent wars, and in particular the Vietnam War, was so significant that soldiers embraced them those 

lessons even if they did not personally experience the events that led to their development. Petraeus, David 

Howell. The American military and the lessons of Vietnam, Princeton University, 1987: 32. 
200 McMaster wrote that, “Having seen problems in Vietnam War assessments and planning, it sensitized me 

to analogous flaws in Iraq assessments and planning.”  McMaster, H.R.  Email to the author, September 13, 

2016.  Keane, Jack.  SMU, CPH interview: August 18, 2015, accessed July 11, 2016, at: 

https://vimeo.com/137792537.   Jeffrey, Jim. CPH, SMU interview, August 17, 2015, accessed July 14, 2016, at: 

https://vimeo.com/137794310.   
201 Petraeus, David Howell. The American military and the lessons of Vietnam: a study of military influence and the 

use of force in the post-Vietnam era. Princeton University, 1987: 133. 

https://vimeo.com/137794310
https://vimeo.com/137792537
https://vimeo.com/131253237
https://vimeo.com/137792537
https://vimeo.com/137794310


 

 

367 

out differently.  Bush may not have had such a persuasive trump card.  As it was, Bush 

could point to a commonly understood Vietnam analogy to convince them of the need to 

win in Iraq when addressing their concern about breaking the force.  

Another reason the Vietnam War’s “shadow” remained influential is that the 

lessons key leaders took away from it remained relevant to and reinforced their views of 

the Post-9/11 world.  The Vietnam-era lessons learned and applied in this case differed 

from those relevant to leaders during interventions in Lebanon, Somalia, and later 

Afghanistan.  In those case, the primary lesson drawn from the Vietnam War was to 

avoid a quagmire.  For those influential in this case, the contemporary lesson about 

population centric counterinsurgency being necessary to secure long-term gains 

reaffirmed the Vietnam-era lesson.202  Thus, the Vietnam War remained relevant to 

Bush’s escalation decision, unlike what I had postulated in Hypothesis 2.     

(4) What are the alternative explanations? 

The traditional alternative explanations of bureaucratic, domestic, and 

international politics would have pointed toward continuation of the status quo or a 

deescalation, rather than an escalation of commitment.  They did offer important 

dynamics that influenced the president’s decision context, but fall short in their 

explanatory power and the accuracy of their prediction.  Another alternative 
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explanation, the desire to “win,” is apropos, but is undergirded by the historical lessons 

that convinced Bush why the stakes were high and why success was possible.  Sunk cost 

and prospect theory’s explanations are plausible, but have other shortcomings. 

Bureaucratic Politics 

Bureaucratic politics affected the decision’s timing, side payments, and 

implementation, if not its precise outcome.  Bureaucratic dynamics slowed decision-

making, as Bush gave agencies a chance to argue their recommended course.  This 

improved the eventual plan from Bush’s perspective and increased the likelihood that 

his administration would take ownership of a difficult decision.203  Bush was right on 

both accounts.  The deliberations uncovered several bureaucratic disputes requiring 

resolution.  One was Rumsfeld’s complaint that the State Department was not doing 

enough to secure support in Iraq and in the Middle East.204  Many in the Defense 

Department, and even the U.S. Ambassador to Iraq, believed the State Department had 

never fully bought into the Iraq endeavor before the surge.205  Bush addressed this 

concern, also voiced by the JCS, by calling on Rice and the State Department to mount a 

civilian surge.  Bureaucratic politics also influenced decision-making through the JCS’ 
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request for additional forces in the active duty Army and Marine Corps.  This amounted 

to a side payment for their support that would mitigate the strain on the force from 

frequent, repeated deployments.   

So, bureaucratic politics offers a fairly strong explanation of the decision-making 

process.  It also offers a partial explanation of why it took a while to unfold.  It does not 

explain the decision for an escalation or the surge’s robust composition, instead of a least 

common denominator approach that typically characterizes interagency compromises.  

Bureaucratic politics would not have predicted the surge since none of the major 

agencies wanted it, only the White House.  Yet the deliberate review process facilitated 

eventual buy-in from the military and agencies, needed to inoculate it against immediate 

fracturing.206  Even in the bureaucratic debates, though, as detailed elsewhere in the 

chapter, lessons and anticipated regret were important determinants underlying key 

players’ thinking, policy positions, and arguments.207 
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Domestic Politics 

“You are presiding over a failed policy.208” 

All sides [in the domestic political squabble over Iraq] seem to make the crucial 

assumption that to succeed there the United States must fight the Vietnam War 

again—but this time the right way. The Bush administration is relying on an 

updated playbook from the Nixon administration.  Pro-war commentators argue 

that Washington should switch to a defensive approach to counterinsurgency, 

which they feel might have worked wonders a generation ago.  According to the 

antiwar movement, the struggle is already over, because, as it did in Vietnam, 

Washington has lost hearts and minds in Iraq … so … should withdraw.209 

Domestic politics can explain some aspects of the decision making, and even 

account for the decision itself, but is less strong at identifying the fundamental rationale.  

The domestic politics involved intense debate and souring popular support.  In 

December 2005, slightly more than half disapproved of the war itself (56%) or Bush’s 

handling of it (57%), and favored a full or partial withdrawal (55%).210  Some saw the 
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war as unwinnable.211  By the time of Bush’s surge announcement, the situation was 

worse.  “Only 30 percent of Americans approved of his performance as president.212”  

Seventy-three percent thought the war was going badly, 61% opposed sending a large 

number of additional troops, and 54% wanted to withdraw entirely.213  Senator Chuck 

Hagel, a fellow Republican (NE), condemned the surge, warned of a quagmire, and 

called Iraq “the most dangerous foreign policy blunder … since Vietnam.214”   

Domestic politics was influential in shaping the timing of what Bush waited to 

do.  It was for reasons related to domestic politics and civil-military relations that Bush 

delayed serious consideration of a change at Defense Secretary for six months after the 

Revolt of the Generals.215  The Commander-in-Chief could not be seen as pushing 

Rumsfeld out based on a few retired generals’ disgruntled comments.216  Even though he 

had been considering a change as early as late 2005, Bush waited to announce the 

Defense Secretary change until the day after the 2006 mid-term elections for political 

                                                      

211 “Dean says Democrats have United Plan: Party Chairman and Kerry offer specific Iraq withdrawal 

proposals,” Dec. 9, 2005, CNN, accessed July 23, 2016, at: 

http://www.cnn.com/2005/POLITICS/12/08/democrats.iraq/.  
212 Rove, Karl. Courage and consequence: My life as a conservative in the fight. Simon and Schuster, 2010: 

471. 
213 This 54% wanted to withdraw immediately or within 12 months. Baker, Peter. Days of fire, Anchor, 2013: 

525. 
214 Hagel, Chuck in:  “GOP Senator:  Bush Plan Could Match Vietnam Blunder,” January 11, 2007, CNN, 

accessed September 19, 2016, at: http://www.cnn.com/2007/POLITICS/01/11/iraq.congress/.  
215 Bolten, Joshua. Interview: CPH, SMU, May 15, 2015.  Seen July 1, 2016: https://vimeo.com/128817283. 
216 Lute, Doug.  SMU, CPH interview: May 28, 2015, accessed July 12, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/131253237. 

http://www.cnn.com/2005/POLITICS/12/08/democrats.iraq/
http://www.cnn.com/2007/POLITICS/01/11/iraq.congress/
https://vimeo.com/128817283
https://vimeo.com/131253237


 

 

372 

reasons.217  Bush wanted to avoid having the new Defense Secretary go through an 

intense, political confirmation hearing.  By waiting until after elections, Bush sensed the 

confirmation hearing would be less politically charged, Gates would emerge with fewer 

scars, and be better able to perform as Secretary.218   

The domestic politics explanation would expect that Bush would either chose 

escalation or a path similar to that recommended by the Baker-Hamilton Report.  

Domestic politics necessitated a strategic change because support for the Iraq War policy 

was evaporating, but it did not require escalation.219  Domestic politics would predict 

that if Bush escalated, it would be to cater to his Republican base, per Rove’s comments 

to Feaver.220  Senator Gordon Smith (R-OR)’s reaction after the mid-terms illustrated the 

need for change.  Smith was haunted by a World War I lesson: that of not adapting a 

defunct strategy.  In December 2006 he said, “I ... am at the end of my rope when it 

comes to supporting a policy that has our soldiers patrolling the same streets in the same 

way and being blown up by the same bombs day after day … That is absurd.  It may 
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even be criminal.  I cannot support that anymore.221”  Although his comments 

represented a setback for Bush, Smith’s frustration left open the possibility that Rove’s 

assessment was correct: Bush could galvanize support for an escalation, but not the 

status quo.222   

One could also have used domestic politics to predict the opposite outcome, that 

Bush would choose a narrowly focused mission, diplomatic engagement, and an 

expedited withdrawal.  The bipartisan Baker-Hamilton report provided Bush the 

political cover he needed to pursue such a course.  Moreover, the “thumping” the 

Republicans received in the 2006 midterm elections sent a signal that the country 

wanted out of Iraq.223  The new Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi and Senate Majority 

Leader Harry Reid had made it clear that they were going to push for a rapid 

withdrawal, seizing the midterm mandate.224  Even Bush admitted hearing midterm 

voters’ message: Iraq, not the good economy, was their priority.225  Thus, “the decision 

[to surge] … went against every current flowing against him [Bush].  The Democratic 
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Party wanted us out of Iraq, our allies wanted us out of Iraq, a lot of Iraqis wanted us 

out of Iraq.  Even a lot of his own party wanted us out of Iraq.226”  These dynamics 

indicate that domestic politics influenced the opposition faced and the timing of action 

taken.  It also showed that the decision’s outcome was consistent with that alternative’s 

expectations.  Yet, as with the Bush team, the political debate involved historical 

references by both sides—as Biddle points out in this sub-section’s topline citation—an 

indication of a factor underlying the impacts of domestic politics.   

International Politics 

Although several international developments were important or conceptually 

possible, in actuality they were more critical for the surge’s implementation than for the 

decision itself.  Conceptually, Hans Morgenthau’s credibility as resolve argument would 

suggest it would be possible for international politics to push for a surge.  Under this 

explanation of international politics, an escalation might increase international support 

as they realized the strength of American resolve to improve the situation in Iraq.227  Yet 

what mattered to policy makers was Iraqi leadership views on key aspects of their 
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intended plan—not third-party support, which was minimal and seemed to have little 

room for increase.  Once Bush was already in favor of a surge, U.S. manipulation of 

Maliki led to his acceptance of the full five Army brigades instead of two,228 as well as 

agreements to more evenly enforce Iraqi law and interfere less in U.S. military 

operations.229  The large surge also had a psychological impact, increasing the Iraqi 

people’s confidence in the U.S. commitment.230  Additionally, Al Qaeda’s overreach 

prompted the Sunni Awakening and the Sons of Iraq partnership with the U.S. and Iraqi 

governments’ endeavors.231   

Some of these events did begin during the decision-making and increased 

confidence in the surge’s potential for success; yet most came to fruition late in the 

process or during implementation.  Furthermore, most were U.S. driven.  Finally, they 

all had to do with the U.S.-Iraqi bilateral relationship, or key players in the two 

countries, not third-party actors.  Countries such as Saudi Arabia did support the surge 

                                                      

228 See:  Gates, Robert. CPH Interview: October 12, 2015: https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/149181345.  

Baker, Peter. Days of fire: Bush and Cheney in the White House. Anchor, 2013: 523. 
229 Rice, Condoleezza. No higher honor: A memoir of my years in Washington. Crown Pub, 2011: 507.  Bush, 

George W. Decision points. Broadway Books, 2011: 377. 
230 Embassy Baghdad cable, Jim Soriano, “The Security Situation in Anbar: A Year-End Review,” (Secret), 21 

Dec 06 in: Gordon, Michael R., and Bernard E. Trainor. The Endgame, 2012: 259.  Hannah, John. CPH, SMU 

interview: April 27, 2015, accessed July 9, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/131666291.  Kaplan, Fred. The 

insurgents: David Petraeus and the plot to change the American way of war, 2014: 268.  Cheney, Dick. CPH 

interview: Aug. 6, 2015, seen June 26, 2016: https://www.dropbox.com/s/9vsz4e3qj9u2eqa/ 

Dick%20Cheney%20-%20The%20Surge%20%28edited%20audio%2C%20compressed%29.mp3?dl=0.  
231 See: Khalilzad, Zalmay. CPH interview: June 25, 2015, accessed March 18, 2016, available at: 

https://vimeo.com/132171274.  Also: Mansoor, Peter R. Surge, Kindle Edition, Yale University Press, 2013. 

https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/149181345
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privately, but publicly they pandered to their domestic constituencies.  As a result, their 

assurances of “support” did not carry much weight.232  As Hadley put it, the 

administration did not spend much time assessing regional views or of convincing 

partners of the surge’s necessity because their support had already been lost.233   

“Win” 

A fourth alternative explanation for Bush’s decision could be that Bush wanted 

to “win,” if for no other reason than to avoid a loss, and what that might entail.234  The 

underlying reasons could be related to the strategic import that the outcome held for 

Iraq, the Middle East, and America—or for his own legacy.235  That was unclear.  “‘It was 

clear that Bush thought he was looking at a war he was about to go on the historical 

record as losing.236’”  Recalling the “win” lesson from the Vietnam War, the president 

reasoned that enemy elements’ “strategy was to present an image of Iraq as hopeless 

and unwinnable, swinging American public opinion against the war and forcing us to 

withdraw as we had in Vietnam.237”  But Bush had “not given up on victory. … [He was] 

                                                      

232 Rice, Condoleezza. No higher honor: A memoir of my years in Washington. Crown Pub, 2011: 549, 575. 
233 Hadley, Stephen. CPH interview: June 2, 2015, accessed March 12, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/131167565. 
234 Lute, Doug.  Phone interview with the author, August 19, 2016. 
235 See:  Tama, Jordan. “Changing Course in a Time of War,” in: Maxmillian Angerholzer III, James Kitfield, 

Christopher P. Lu, and Norman Ornstein. Triumphs and Tragedies of the Modern Congress: Case Studies in 

Legislative Leadership, Center for the Study of the Presidency and Congress, Praeger: Santa Barbara, CA: 313. 
236 Stephen Biddle in: Baker, Peter. Days of Fire, 2013: 517, emphasis added. 
237 Bush, George W. Decision points. Broadway Books, 2011: 260. 
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still determined to salvage some kind of positive outcome from the chaos that is Iraq.238”  

Rove expanded on the president’s thinking related to whatever the new policy would 

entail.  “It’s not worth American lives and American treasure if the goal is something 

less than victory.239”  Gates agreed with these takes on Bush’s mental state during his 

decision making.  Gates thought President Bush decided on the surge “because he 

believed it was necessary to salvage Iraq.  Period.240”   

The “win” explanation is consistent with the available facts, but does not explain 

the specifics of why Bush would have pursued this course in the face of such opposition.  

Looking at the decision making rationale proffered by Bush and his team, and by other 

scholars, reveals that lessons ranging from the U.S. military experience in Vietnam to the 

current campaign in Iraq were a common thread.241  These lessons provided the 

background context underlying the arguments which eventually carried the day.  They 

are prevalent throughout the Center for Presidential History’s interviews with twenty-

six Bush administration officials, from staffers across the interagency to the Vice 

                                                      

238 Gordon, Michael. “Endgame Book Interview,” January 11, 2007, PBS Frontline, accessed June 20, 2016, at: 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/endgame/interviews/gordon.html. 
239 Rove, Karl. CPH interview: Feb. 2, 2016, seen June 19, 2016: 

https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/153930806. 
240 Gates, Robert. CPH Interview: Oct 12, ‘15, seen Jun 17, ‘16: 

https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/149181345. 
241 These are cited extensively elsewhere throughout this chapter. 
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President.242  The impact of those lessons, through the anticipation of regret they 

generated of the status quo, deescalation, or withdrawal’s likely consequences, were a 

powerful force propelling Bush to push for an option that would enable him to 

accomplish his aspiration levels and “win.”  Hence, the “win” alternative is a good 

explanation.  However, it is not as strong as that offered by the role of historical lessons.  

The former suggests only that Bush did not want to lose.243  The latter illuminates Bush’s 

decision logic in a way consistent with primary and secondary accounts.244 

Sunk Costs & Prospect Theory  

A couple other explanations include sunk cost theory and prospect theory.  Sunk 

costs’ explanation, simply put, is that Bush escalated because he was responsible for the 

initial invasion decision.245  This may be true, but like the “win” explanation, it is 

partially inaccurate, incomplete, or at best, not fully satisfying.  As for inaccuracy, unlike 

                                                      

242 CPH’s interview with President Bush himself is currently being withheld. 
243 This is, in fact, what Ambassador Doug Lute suggested was Bush’s perspective on what was possible.  

Lute indicated that the surge was an effort to avoid the worst imaginable scenario because the situation had 

deteriorated too far to imagine accomplishing anything close to victory.  Phone interview with the author, 

August 19, 2016.  See also:  Gelb, Leslie H. and Richard K. Betts. “We’re Fighting Not to Lose,” January 14, 

2007, Washington Post: http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-

dyn/content/article/2007/01/12/AR2007011202053.html, accessed September 19, 2016.  Yet this is in contrast 

with what Secretaries Rice and Gates, and others understood Bush’s perspective to be.  See CPH interviews, 

including: Gates, Bob. CPH Interview: Oct 12, ‘15, seen Jun 17, ‘16: 

https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/149181345.  Rice, Condoleezza. CPH interview, July 20, 2015, 

accessed June 27, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/134265433.   
244 These are cited extensively elsewhere throughout this chapter. 
245 For the theoretical explanation:  Croco, Sarah. Peace at What Price? Cambridge University Press, 2015: 7, 

39.   
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http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/01/12/AR2007011202053.html
https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/149181345
https://vimeo.com/134265433


 

 

379 

the assumptions generally made about leaders culpable for the original “investment” 

decision, Bush indicated a willingness not to escalate if the prospects for success were 

untenable.246  Moreover, most sunk cost theorists indicate that leaders escalate 

commitment for self-justification, or justification to others.247  Yet, while obviously 

biased and possibly wrong, advisors’ assessment of Bush’s decision was that it was 

solely “to salvage Iraq,” having nothing to do with sunk costs and justifying initial 

actions.248  

Some sunk cost authors posit that leaders responsible for the original decision 

favor escalation for other reasons, including project completion and a gamble for 

resurrection.249  Those sunk cost motivations have significant truth to them.  Bush may 

have wanted to finish what he started (project completion) to rescue a tanking 

presidential legacy (gamble for resurrection).  The latter rationale would not be 

                                                      

246 Croco, Sarah. Peace at What Price? Cambridge University Press, 2015: 20-33.  Downs, George W., and 

David M. Rocke. "Conflict, agency, and gambling for resurrection: The principal-agent problem goes to 

war." American Journal of Political Science (1994): 362-380. O’Sullivan, Meghan. CPH Interview: May 12, 2016: 

https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/166466344. 
247 Wicklund, Robert A. and Jack W. Brehm.  Perspectives on Cognitive Dissonance, New York: John Wiley and 

Sons, Inc., 1976. Gaes, Gerald G., Robert J. Kalle, and James T. Tedeschi. "Impression management in the 

forced compliance situation: Two studies using the bogus pipeline." Journal of Experimental Social 

Psychology 14, no. 5 (1978): 493-510.  Brockner, Joel, Jeffrey Z. Rubin, and Elaine Lang. "Face-saving and 

entrapment." Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 17, no. 1 (1981): 68-79. 
248 Various advisers indicated this. Among them: Gates, Robert. CPH Interview: Oct 12, 2015, seen Jun 17, 

2016: https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/149181345. Rice, Condoleezza. CPH interview, July 20, 2015, 

seen June 27, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/134265433. Feaver, Peter. Email to the author, August 11, 2016. 
249 Garland, Howard, and Donald E. Conlon. "Too close to quit: The role of project completion in 

maintaining commitment1." Journal of Applied Social Psychology 28, no. 22 (1998): 2025-2048.Downs, 

George W., and David M. Rocke. "Conflict, agency, and gambling for resurrection,” (1994): 362-380.   
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convincing to others, so Bush would have an incentive to avoid mentioning it even if it 

was his main motivation.  And the former explanation was true to the extent that Bush 

wanted to successfully finish the war endeavor.   

Nonetheless, these sunk cost explanations were not what Bush used privately to 

convince the JCS to get on board.  Nor does sunk cost rationale best encapsulate the 

descriptions advisors used to describe Bush’s thought process,250 or the public 

justifications that Bush repeatedly referred to in speech after speech.251  Nor can they 

explain how Bush arrived at the specific new policy he did in the same way historical 

lessons can.  Using historical lessons as the explanatory variable explains why Petraeus, 

McMaster, and Keane advocated for counterinsurgency.252  It explains why Cohen and 

others urged Bush to overrule his generals.253  It explains Jeffrey and Rove’s 

                                                      

250 As documented throughout the chapter and especially under Question 3, Rice, Rove, Jeffrey, Feaver, 

Keane, O’Sullivan, Bolten, Cheney, and President Bush himself all explained Bush and the administration’s 

thinking in terms well beyond sunk costs, or even project completion.  They all referred to historically 

driven insights from previous traumatic events ranging from the Vietnam War to 9/11 and early Iraq War 

failures.  
251 Other speeches are documented elsewhere, but again, two of them were:  George W. Bush: "Address to 

the Nation on Military Operations in Iraq," January 10, 2007. Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, 

The American Presidency Project. http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=24432.  Bush, George W. 

“Remarks at the Veterans of Foreign Wars National Convention in Kansas City, Missouri,” August 22, 2007, 

Public Papers of the Presidents: 2007-Book 2: 1103.   
252 Petraeus, David.  Phone interview with the author, August 25, 2016.  McMaster, H.R.  Email to the author, 

September 13, 2016.  See also:  Petraeus, David Howell. The American military and the lessons of Vietnam: a 

study of military influence and the use of force in the post-Vietnam era. Princeton University, 1987.  Keane, Jack.  

SMU, CPH interview: August 18, 2015, accessed July 11, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/137792537.   
253 Feaver, Peter.  Email to the author, August 11, 2016. 
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understanding of the situation and the change needed.254  And it explains why Bush 

chose counterinsurgency, committed all five brigades at once, and thought the stakes 

warranted it.255 

Another explanation, not too dissimilar from the sunk cost explanation, is the 

one offered by prospect theory.  This line of reasoning would argue that Bush escalated 

because he was in a domain of losses and he wanted to recoup those losses—just as 

leaders responsible for the initial sunk costs often do.  Bush’s decision would seem 

consistent with prospect theory’s expectations because he was responsible for the initial 

invasion decision and was clearly in a realm of losses with his Iraq policy.  He had 

acknowledged that events were going badly, his team recognized that the current 

strategy was failing, and his decision involved an escalation.256   

While this certainly seems to be a plausible explanation at first glance, there are a 

few aspects to Bush’s decision making that are at odds with prospect theory.  The 

                                                      

254 Rove, Karl. Courage and consequence: My life as a conservative in the fight. Simon and Schuster, 2010: 474-475.  

Jeffrey, Jim. CPH, SMU interview, August 17, 2015, accessed July 14, 2016: https://vimeo.com/137794310.   
255 J.D. Crouch, II.  CPH interview: June 25, 2015, seen June 22, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/132171275. 

Crouch commented that Bush said he did not want to make the surge decision five times because that 

looked like incrementalism.  Also:  Bush, George W. “Address to the Nation on Military Operations in Iraq,” 

Sept 13, 2007, Public Papers of the Presidents: 2007-Book 2: 1194-99, seen Jul 18, 2016: 

https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/PPP-2007-book2/html/PPP-2007-book2-doc-pg1194-2.htm.  Bush, George 

W. Decision points. Broadway Books, 2011: 367.  Baker, Peter. Days of fire: Bush and Cheney in the White House. 

Anchor, 2013: 518.   
256 Baker, Peter. “U.S. Not Winning in Iraq, Bush Says for 1st Time,” Washington Post, Dec. 20, 2006, seen July 

11, 2016: http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/12/19/AR2006121900880.html. CPH 
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scenario in which prospect theory predicts that a person will double down involves the 

participant rejecting a favorable settlement in favor of the riskier attempt to recover all 

their losses.  Under prospect theory, the person gambles with a greater than 50% chance 

of losing everything.  In fact, Daniel Kahneman, in his book Thinking: Fast and Slow, 

argues the gamble is with 95% odds of losing it all.257  In this case, however, the 

president actually saw escalation as a less risky option than deescalation—in the long 

run.258  Said differently, Bush’s desire to escalate was strictly tied to his perception of its 

prospects for success.259  Even as a calculated risk, historical lessons and anticipated 

regret of how bad defeat would be for other U.S. interests led Bush to escalate.260  

Moreover, prospect theory indicates that the gamble is made in an effort to return to the 

person’s reference point, often the status quo or pre-loss condition.261  In the Iraq case, 

Bush’s aspiration levels involved leading Iraq to a status as a free, stable, sovereign, 

                                                      

257 Kahneman, Daniel. Thinking, Fast and Slow, 1st pbk. ed. (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2013): 310-

319. 
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democratic, and responsible partner.262  That would be an inappropriate description as 

the status quo or pre-loss situation.263 

Without access to executive branch memorandum written during the decision-

making period, it is impossible to definitively claim that previous lessons were the 

primary reason Bush decided as he did.  However, with access to twenty-six interviews 

from the principal players in the administration, the relevant memoirs, many strong 

secondary accounts, and personal communication with other key actors, a strong case 

can be made.  The “win,” sunk cost, and prospect theory explanations all have elements 

of a plausible account for Bush’s rationale.  The sunk cost and prospect theory 

explanations explain the realm of losses in which Bush found himself.  They do not, 

however, provide as strong and complete an explanation for the underlying motivation 

behind Bush’s determination to salvage the situation as do traumatically learned lessons 

and anticipated regret.  Even the need to win alternative is incomplete without its 

derivation from the Vietnam War.  In the final analysis, these explanations all have some 

merit and are not necessarily mutually exclusive; they are mutually supporting. 

                                                      

262 Bush, George W. "National Strategy for Victory in Iraq." Washington, DC: The White House (2005), at:  

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/nation/documents/Iraqnationalstrategy11-30-05.pdf.  Jeffrey, Jim. 
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(5) Did internal administration arguments differ from the public 
justifications? 

Lessons from Vietnam, 9/11, and Iraq were all important as factors that Bush 

considered privately to make his sunk cost trap decision.  Lessons from 9/11 and Iraq 

dominated his public justifications, though.  This section explains this discrepancy, 

while also telling the story of the president’s evolution from an inconsistent to a 

primarily consistent private-public posture.  Bush had a reputation prior to the surge of 

being unwilling to publicly recognize reality.  His unfailing optimism and 

characterizations of the war painted a picture of the war that seemed disconnected with 

the grim truth.  His refusal to publicly acknowledge the true state of the war “was an 

inept political tactic, because it made it appear that the president was divorced from the 

realities of Iraq.264”  It also masked his private recognition in 2005-2006 of the challenges 

faced.265  A study of the surge decision rationale uncovers the seemingly remarkable 

revelation, then, that Bush’s privately held rationale and public justifications for 

escalation were very consistent.266   

Prior to deciding to surge, Bush focused publicly on positive developments.  His 

March 2006 radio address indicated there was “evidence of real progress that is too often 

                                                      

264 Ricks, Thomas E. The gamble, 2009: 54-55. 
265 Rove, Karl. CPH interview: Feb. 2, 2016, seen June 19, 2016: 
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lost amid the more dramatic reports of violence.267”  Bush thought “the situation was 

manageable but exacerbated by a press corps that [only] emphasized failure.268”  After 

the “Revolt of the Generals,” Bush publicly supported Rumsfeld despite private 

concerns that he needed to go.269  In late 2006, Bush, Cheney, and Rumsfeld’s public 

comments attacking critics as “intellectually confused…abetting terrorists…[and] 

wrong” belied ongoing administration debate.270   

It was not until Bush had decided on the surge and was considering the details of 

its size and implementation that he publicly acknowledged how bad the situation was.271  

On December 20, 2006, Bush utilized Pace’s paradigm, “We are not winning; we are not 

losing” as a way to describe the situation.272  Cheney reinforced this view.  There was “a 

                                                      

267 Bush, George W. "The President's Radio Address," March 18, 2006. Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. 

Woolley, The American Presidency Project, seen July 7, 2016, at: 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=65416.  
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view that we weren’t winning. … That doesn’t mean we were going to be defeated.273”  

The Council of Colonels saw this as a distortion of their assessment that “We are not 

winning, so we are losing.274”   

Chief of Staff Andrew Card realized that incompetence and arrogance had come 

to define the public perception of Bush.275  Republican Congressmen implored Hadley to 

reign in the tone-deaf Bush.  “‘Don’t talk about winning!’ … ‘Stop talking about success!’ 

… It sounded arrogant, triumphant and overconfident276” at a time when everyone else 

recognized that bad news far outweighed good news.  Since the situation was clearly 

spiraling downward, this resulted in a perception that “his strategy was to make 

repeated declarations of optimism and avoid adding to any doubts. … The strategy was 

denial.277”  The president’s overemphasis on the positive was out of touch with reality.  

Bush recognized that perception, but his other audiences, like Maliki, the Iraqi people, 

allies, and U.S. troops, led to his view that “‘Stay the course’ means let’s get the job done, 

… [not] staying stuck on a strategy or tactics that may not be working.’”  Even so, he 

                                                      

273 Cheney, Dick. CPH interview: Aug. 6, 2015, seen June 26, 2016: 
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began to realize he needed “‘to do a better job of explaining that we’re constantly 

adjusting.278’” 

So, Bush’s rhetoric began to evolve from being characterized by optimistic 

rigidity to also including recognition of failure and the need for adjustments.279  The 

logic for his previous inconsistency was that while he privately had recognized that the 

situation was going very poorly, Bush did not want to publicly undercut the current 

strategy, commanders, or troops until another strategy was in place.280  Dan Bartlett’s job 

for Bush during the address to the nation about the new policy was to strike the 

appropriate, delicate balance between admitting past errors while also making the case 

for continuing the fight with greater resources and a new strategy.281 

Earlier cases show that when presidents deescalate commitment during a sunk 

cost trap, they tend to downplay the ambitious elements of their initial aspiration levels 

                                                      

278 Bush, George W. “Remarks on the Resignation of Secretary of Defense Donald H. Rumsfeld and the 
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and claim success in limited ways that the situation warrants, while still heading for the 

exit.  Presidents Reagan and Clinton followed this pattern in Lebanon and Somalia, 

respectively.282  In this case, with Bush deciding to escalate commitment, Stephen 

Cambone saw a different response as appropriate.  “If we’re going to make an 

adjustment, it has to be one that is going to lead to success defined as the original set of 

aims, which was to get a functioning government in place.283”  Bush’s speeches, and 

those of other administration officials, were consistent in making that case, indicating 

that public justifications were largely aligned with private rationale.284 

One inconsistency is that a couple of the lessons that facilitated Bush bucking 

public opinion and the advice of his senior military leaders did not make it into his 
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https://vimeo.com/128817215. 
284 Bush, George W. “Address to the Nation on Military Operations in Iraq,” January 10, 2007, Public Papers 

of the Presidents: 2007-Book 1: 16.  Bush, George W. “Remarks to the American Enterprise Institute for 
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public justifications.  From his perspective on the NSC staff, Feaver’s assessment was 

that a couple of those important historical lessons included: 

(a) the sense that history had vindicated Presidents who took unpopular 

decisions that later proved wise and (b) that failure in Vietnam led to the ‘Hollow 

Force.’  The former reinforced Bush's natural instinct not to let immediate 

political pressures determine the outcome.  He was very much focused on the big 

picture and long-term.  The latter bolstered his confidence in over-ruling military 

warnings about OPSTEMPO/ PERSTEMPO [i.e. about breaking the force].285  

It seems likely that the reconciliation of this discrepancy is twofold.  Bush 

knew that lessons about presidential legacy and the ‘Hollow Force’ would not 

resonate with the American people, but that 9/11, previous failure in Iraq, the 

stakes of permanent failure there, and a new strategy designed to prevent such 

dire consequences would.   

The second part of reconciling Bush’s small private rationale-public 

justification gap is to introduce another portion of Feaver’s assessment.  It 

actually demonstrates presidential consistency between private motivations and 

public explanations.  “Far more influential [to the actual policy choice] than 

                                                      

285 Feaver, Peter.  Email to the author, August 11, 2016. Eliot Cohen and others reinforced the first lesson 

during the December 11, 2006 meeting and in Cohen’s book, Supreme Command. OPSTEMPO and 

PERSTEMPO stand for operational tempo and personnel tempo.  The military used the terms to describe the 

pace of operations, frequency of unit deployments, and the amount of time military members had in 

between deployments.  The Chiefs were concerned about breaking the force if the former were too high and 

the latter was too low.  They were concerned that could lead to a ‘Hollow Force’ like had occurred at the end 

of the Vietnam War, though that was due to different reasons.  Rather than OPTEMPO, it was primarily 

blamed on the draftee force, rampant drug use, and discipline problems, leading to a lack of professionalism 

within the ranks, and hence a ‘Hollow Force.’ 
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Vietnam was the within-Iraq success of Petraeus, McMaster, and others. … Also 

… the earlier successes in Mosul, which suggested to us [the NSC Staff and 

White House] that we knew how to do this if we committed to it.286  The “win” 

and “avoid a ‘Hollow Force’ lessons from the Vietnam War reaffirmed to Bush 

the importance of the stakes.  The lesson about presidential vindication in the 

long-term confirmed his inclination to ignore domestic politics and be willing to 

push back against the Chiefs’ resistance to a surge.  Lessons from 9/11 and 

especially the Iraq War, however, were the primary drivers behind the new war 

policy itself.  Thus, they were what Bush referred to publicly when explaining his 

decision. 

The underlying influence of 9/11 and the Iraq War, which had changed 

Bush’s risk calculus, were those on which he repeatedly relied.  If they were 

unimportant to the president and only for public consumption, the available 

evidence belies that private-public inconsistency.  They were the elements he 

referred to most—not Vietnam lessons—during the darkest days and times of 

lowest congressional and popular support.287  When the efforts in Iraq resulted in 

                                                      

286 Feaver, Peter.  Email to the author, August 11, 2016.   
287 The following piece captures one of the comments, before all the surge forces were in Iraq, that illustrates 

how bad things were going. Roberts, Joel. “Senator Reid on Iraq: This War is Lost,” April 20, 2007, CBS, seen 

September 19, 2016: http://www.cbsnews.com/news/senator-reid-on-iraq-this-war-is-lost/. 
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even greater U.S. and Iraqi casualties during the surge’s initial implementation 

than had previously been the case, it was to these lessons that he clung as he 

made his case and tried to rally public opinion.288  

Conclusion 

Having gone “through a lot of very bad outcomes and false starts,”  

Bush learned lessons.  Subsequently, he pushed the military and agencies  

to embrace a strategy to which certain leadership was initially opposed.289 

When faced with his sunk cost trap, “President George W. Bush … invoked 

historical analogies, narratives, and insights in choosing or justifying policies” and 

“relied heavily on the presumed lessons of the past in charting routes forward.290”  

Lessons from the Vietnam War, 9/11, and the ongoing war in Iraq were all important.  

Like in the Gulf War, historical lessons were influential directly with the president, 

                                                      

288 Hooker Jr, Richard D., and Joseph J. Collins. Lessons Encountered, 2015: 432. “Weekly Attacks in Iraq, 
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290 Brands, Hal, and Jeremi Suri, eds. The Power of the Past: History and Statecraft. Brookings Press, 2015: 5. 
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changing his risk calculus, and as a filter for which arguments were most persuasive.291  

And as in past conflicts in Lebanon, the Persian Gulf, and Somalia, Vietnam analogies 

were among those to which policy makers in the executive and legislative branches 

referred.  The dominant lessons and accompanying anticipation of regret that most 

shaped Bush’s propensity for escalation were from 9/11 and Iraq though.292 
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The most important was the Iraq lesson—rediscovered from the Vietnam War—

that counterinsurgency worked.293  The NSC backed the surge because they assessed that 

cutting losses would not free assets for unencumbered investment elsewhere in the way 

envisioned by the economic literature.  “In the real world of war making, you don’t just 

lose the investment already made, but that loss diminishes your remaining stock of 

capital in a very serious way.294”  Leaving Iraq in a violent mess would preclude, rather 

than facilitate other aims.  Setting this analysis up, and as a compliment to my theory, 

prospect and sunk cost theory add value by explaining well the realm of losses Bush 

found himself in and his need for change, possibly highlighting why he found this 

combination of lessons most salient.295   

The relevant Vietnam War lessons were not the same ones most prevalent during 

the “sunk cost trap/opportunity” evaluations between the Vietnam War and 9/11.  Prior 

to 9/11, those who opposed continued intervention referenced Vietnam’s ‘let sunk costs 

                                                      

 

2013: 518. Bush, George W. “West Point Graduation Speech,” June 1, 2002, accessed by July 19, 2016, 
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be sunk’ and ‘avoid a quagmire’ lessons when they thought the United States should 

withdraw.  For Bush, the two most important Vietnam references during the Iraq War 

decision making—the interrelated lessons to ‘win’ and to ‘avoid incrementalism’—

instead pushed toward escalation.296  Unlike the deescalatory pressures generated by 

previous Vietnam lessons, these reinforced the 9/11 and within Iraq War lessons—which 

the military rediscovered from Vietnam—to escalate with a robust surge and 

counterinsurgency strategy.   

During the decision making, the bottom-up and outside-in “insurgencies” 

confirmed for Bush there was a feasible path toward achieving his original aspiration 

levels—albeit a difficult one.297  Having gone “through a lot of very bad outcomes and 

false starts,” Bush learned lessons and pushed the military and agencies to embrace a 

strategy to which certain leadership was initially opposed.298  Eventually, the 

administration and military became learning organizations, but it took a long time due 

to the entrenched assumptions that military leaders and top civilian policymakers had to 

                                                      

296 Prior to 9/11, the ‘avoid incrementalism’ lesson had often been congruent with the ‘avoid a quagmire’ 
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overcome.299  The lengthy period suggests that Iraq War’s “shadow” should influence 

future presidents to conduct biannual war policy reviews to facilitate rapid 

identification and implementation of major war policy changes.300  Reviews are not a 

silver bullet solution; they will not always produce change, nor will change always lead 

to victory.  However, as discussed more in the conclusion chapter, they are more likely 

to produce needed change than conducting wars without regular reviews.  The 

emphasis is that while relevant changes are not an end unto themselves, they are a 

potential means toward successful war outcomes.  

                                                      

299 For more on why it took so long: Hadley, Stephen, Meghan O’Sullivan, and Peter Feaver. How “the Surge” 

Came To Be, Draft CPH, SMU Surge-Ten Year Anniversary Manuscript (Part 2, Chapter 1), Jan. 2017: 375-378, 

421-432.   
300 Even Bush admits the slow diagnosis of and reaction to the deteriorating situation was one of the “two 

errors that account for many of the setbacks we faced.”  Bush, George W.  Decision Points, 2010: 268. 
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Chapter 6:  Obama’s “Sunk Cost Trap” in Afghanistan 
(2009): “Lessons” from 9-11, Iraq, & Vietnam Coalesce 

Introduction 

“Obama … relied heavily on the presumed lessons 

of the past in charting routes forward.1” 

“Lessons” from the Vietnam War, 9/11, and the ongoing war in Iraq influenced 

the fall 2009 decision to surge in Afghanistan.  Each played important roles in President 

Barack Obama’s decision to escalate commitment.  These historical “lessons” changed 

his risk calculus.  They were a filter through which he deciphered the risks of action and 

inaction and judged the tradeoffs of possible options—none of which were appealing.  

The dominant lesson and accompanying anticipation of regret that most shaped 

Obama’s propensity for escalation were from 9/11.2  That was the prism through which 

Senator, and then candidate and President Obama, came to favor an increased focus on 

and eventual escalation in Afghanistan.3  The Iraq War influenced his decision to employ 

                                                      

1 Brands, Hal, and Jeremi Suri, eds. The Power of the Past: History and Statecraft. Brookings Institution Press, 

2015: 5. 
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Psychology 92, no. 2 (2007): 545-554.  Ku, Gillian. "Learning to de-escalate: The effects of regret in escalation 

of commitment." Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 105, no. 2 (2008): 221-232. 
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a counterinsurgency strategy.  The Vietnam War “lesson” against both sunk cost 

inclusion and future incremental approaches—because they ensnare a president—

contributed to his decision to limit the surge’s duration.4 

The chapter utilizes the same five research questions as the other case study 

chapters to examine President Obama’s decision to escalate.  It sets up that analysis by 

first summarizing the case.  Next, it describes Obama’s aspiration levels, or the political 

ends he sought.  It then proceeds through the five questions.   

First, it explores why this situation qualifies as a “sunk cost trap,”—or a no-win 

situation.  Sunk cost traps are situations in which the American effort is marked by 

shocking failure or extended stalemate.  The conflict’s trajectory suggests attainment of 

stated objectives is at risk, at least at a price that the country is willing to pay.  The 

president feels trapped between multiple bad options after significant investment in the 

conflict.  This investment always involves financial treasure and human effort over 

months—if not years.  Moreover, it involves heart wrenching casualties.  The president’s 

reputation, as well as national prestige, is staked, in part, on achieving U.S. aims.  The 

                                                      

 

New York Times, available at: http://www.nytimes.com/2008/07/15/us/politics/15text-obama.html, accessed 

on September 5, 2016.  See also:  Nagl, John A, Knife Fights: A Memoir of Modern War in Theory and Practice, 

Penguin Books, 2014: 216. 
4 Woodward, Bob. Obama's Wars. Simon and Schuster, 2011: 324-328.  That lesson reinforced his wariness of 

state building gleaned from the Iraq War.  Eikenberry, Karl.  Email to the author, August 23, 2016. 
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president realizes a major change is necessary and struggles to determine a way out of 

the trap, whether through changing his goals, his ways and means of achieving them, or 

a combination.  If he doubles down, there is no guarantee that the effort will succeed.  

He risks expending more lives and national treasure while still coming up short of 

intended objectives and jeopardizing other priorities.  Since military force is normally 

the last option, if he cuts losses, he must give up pursuit of long sought goals.   

Second, it addresses the options the Commander-in-Chief and his advisers 

considered.  Third, the chapter examines the role played by historical lessons and 

anticipated regret—the fear of future challenges those traumatically learned lessons 

induced.  The section concludes by analyzing whether this impact matched theoretical 

expectations.  Fourth, the chapter considers alternative explanations for Obama’s 

decision, and assesses their explanatory power compared to that offered by historical 

lessons and the fear of future results.  Fifth, the chapter investigates the degree of 

consistency between Obama’s private rationale for and public justifications of his 

decision.  It concludes with a brief discussion of one emerging lesson from the case. 

Case Summary 

This case study involves President Obama’s December 1, 2009 decision to 

escalate and change strategies in the face of a prolonged stalemate in Afghanistan, 

paired with a simultaneously announced withdrawal timeline.  The decision-making 
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began with Obama’s rhetoric about Afghanistan on the campaign trail.5  Obama touted it 

as the “good war,” compared to the Iraq War, which was the “bad war” and one he felt 

was unnecessary, had derailed the country’s foreign policy, and had been a resource 

drain, diverting much needed assets away from the original terrorist threat in 

Afghanistan and Pakistan.6  Pursuant to his campaign rhetoric, once in office, on 

February 17, 2009, President Obama approved approximately 17,000 additional soldiers 

and marines to join the war effort—a troop request left over from the Bush 

administration.7  Obama also approved a mini-escalation of 4,000 additional enablers 

later in the spring.8   

These earlier escalations—not yet completed—added to Obama’s “sticker shock” 

when presented so soon with another military request for more troops.9  Arguably, they 

also reduced his options during the latter decision making.  This was less because 

                                                      

5 See:  Collins, Joseph J. and Richard D. Hooker, Lessons Encountered: Learning from the Long War 

(Washington, D.C.: National Defense University Press: 2015): 113. 
6 Obama, Barack.  “Speech on Iraq,” March 19, 2008.  Council on Foreign Relations, available at: 
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Leadership in War and Peace. Penguin, 2014: 290. 
7 Starr, Barbara, “Obama Approves Afghanistan Troop Increase,” CNN, February 18, 2009, accessed on 
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Robert.  Duty: Memoirs of a Secretary at War, Random House, 2014.  Singh, Vikram.  Phone interview with the 

author, September 10, 2016. 
8 Gates, Robert.  Duty: Memoirs of a Secretary at War, Random House, 2014.   
9 Singh, Vikram.  Phone interview with the author, September 10, 2016.  Alter, Jonathan.  The Promise, Simon 

& Schuster, 2010. 
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Obama had already escalated a couple times as it was due to the military’s greater 

appetite—relative to the White House—to undertake a fully resourced 

counterinsurgency campaign.  The military’s perception was that the earlier escalations 

in Afghanistan would be insufficient to achieve the desired outcomes.10  This was fed by 

apparent counterinsurgency and escalation success recently in Iraq, as well as by 

General McChrystal’s reading of Lewis Sorley’s A Better War: The Unexamined Victories 

and Final Tragedy of America’s Last Years in Vietnam.11  This ran contrary to the 

Commander-in-Chief’s interpretation of what was necessary.  Obama intended to 

implement a limited counterinsurgency strategy to buy time for Afghan security forces 

to meet the threat.12  Military leaders wanted a fully resourced counterinsurgency 

strategy as a means of bringing stability and peace to Afghanistan.  At bottom, the 

military saw counterinsurgency as a strategy for winning the war.13 

The particular escalation decision in this case study came in fall 2009, after the 

completion of formal strategy, military, and policy reviews.  Obama commissioned 
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Bruce Riedel, a long-time intelligence community professional and an expert on 

Southwest Asia, to lead the strategy review in the spring.  Later, General Stanley 

McChrystal conducted a separate commander’s assessment in the summer after Obama 

installed him as the new commander in Afghanistan.  These reviews facilitated the 

president’s goal from the campaign to reevaluate and reenergize a war which had 

reached a stalemate by 2009—despite the effort over the previous eight years. 14  The U.S. 

had been unable to kill or capture Osama bin Laden, the head of Al Qaeda (AQ), or his 

number two, Ayman al-Zawahiri.  Perhaps more importantly, the Taliban had 

reconstituted since being routed in 2001-2002, and were putting up a strong fight.   

Obama’s decision about how to handle Afghanistan intensified with 

McChrystal’s Commander’s Initial Assessment at the end of the summer.  In McChrystal’s 

report, Obama’s new commander stated that the prospect for victory was bleak, but not 

lost.15  Similar to Riedel’s policy review, McChrystal viewed a counterinsurgency 

approach favorably.  Additionally, to achieve U.S. policy objectives in Afghanistan and 

Pakistan, McChrystal’s report recommended another surge of troops.  The general’s 

                                                      

14 Obama, Barack.  “Speech on Iraq,” March 19, 2008.  Council on Foreign Relations, available at: 

http://www.cfr.org/elections/obamas-speech-iraq-march-2008/p15761, accessed on September 5, 2016.  

Obama, Barack.  “Remarks on Iraq and Afghanistan” speech, July 15, 2008, New York Times, available at: 

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/07/15/us/politics/15text-obama.html, accessed on September 5, 2016.  Obama, 

Barack.  Hope to Change, 2007: 289-293.  Panetta, Leon and Jim Newton. Worthy Fights: A Memoir of 

Leadership in War and Peace. Penguin, 2014: 290. 
15 McChrystal, Stanley, My Share of the Task: A Memoir, (New York: Portfolio, 2013).  

http://www.cfr.org/elections/obamas-speech-iraq-march-2008/p15761
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/07/15/us/politics/15text-obama.html


 

 

402 

escalation request triggered an intense period of strategic reflection and multiple 

National Security Council (NSC) meetings during the fall.   

The subsequent leaking of McChrystal’s report to the Washington Post increased 

civil-military tension.  The president and some of his advisors felt that the military’s 

now public request for more troops limited his options.  Some thought the military had 

leaked the report for that purpose, to box the president into their preferred course of 

action:  a significant escalation.  The source of the leak was unconfirmed, but had the 

very real effect of increasing the friction between the administration and the military.16  

The relationship had already been strained, when in its initial escalation request in the 

spring, the military did not include the four thousand combat enablers (intelligence, 

logistics, and medical personnel) that would be necessary, leading to a second, mini-

escalation.17  The leak only added to these dynamics.   

Among other factors which influenced the president’s fall war policy change 

were the disastrous Afghan elections and democratic party politics at home.  The 

Afghan elections, held August 20, were marred by UN allegations of fraud.  Over one 

million votes were thrown out.18  Afghanistan’s election commission canceled a runoff 

                                                      

16 Singh, Vikram.  Phone interview with the author, September 10, 2016. 
17 Gates, Robert.  Duty: Memoirs of a Secretary at War, Random House, 2014.   
18 Jones, Seth G. In the graveyard of empires: America's war in Afghanistan. WW Norton & Company, 2010: 

338. 
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scheduled for November 7 between the top two candidates, Hamid Karzai and 

Abdullah Abdullah, when the latter withdrew a week before.19  Meanwhile, Obama was 

facing stiff opposition to escalating the war among his fellow democrats.20  After his 

initial escalations in the spring, his supporters saw no reason for continued escalation at 

the potential cost of what they deemed higher priority needs in the United States.  

Obama feared the Democratic left if he escalated too much in Afghanistan, and likely 

feared being labeled as “weak on national security” from Republicans if he concluded 

that the war was unwinnable.21  Figure A.6 shows a color-coded timeline listing these, as 

well as the other notable events leading up to and following his December 1, 2009 war 

policy address. 

                                                      

19 “Afghanistan’s Elections,” The Washington Post, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-

srv/special/world/afghanistan-election/, accessed January 3, 2019. 
20 MacAskill, Ewen. “US liberals express anger over Obama's decision to raise troop levels: Deployment of 

30,000 more troops to Afghanistan causes most ardent supporters to become disillusioned,” The Guardian, 

December 2, 2009, accessed December 23, 2018: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2009/dec/02/obama-

afghanistan-liberal-backlash. Marsh, Kevin. “Obama's Surge: A Bureaucratic Politics Analysis of the 

Decision to Order a Troop Surge in the Afghanistan War,” Foreign Policy Analysis, July 1, 2014, accessed 

December 23, 2018, available at: https://academic.oup.com/fpa/article-

abstract/10/3/265/1788667?redirectedFrom=fulltext.  
21 See: Wilson, Scott and Jon Cohen. “Support for Afghan War rises, poll shows,” The Washington Post, June 

6, 2011, accessed December 26, 2018. Dickinson, Matthew. “A Lawyer in the White House and the Surge in 

Afghanistan: Why They Are Linked,” Middlebury, December 7, 2009, accessed December 26, 2018, available 

at: https://sites.middlebury.edu/presidentialpower/2009/12/07/a-laywer-in-the-white-house-and-the-surge-

in-afghanistan-why-they-are-linked/.  

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/special/world/afghanistan-election/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/special/world/afghanistan-election/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2009/dec/02/obama-afghanistan-liberal-backlash
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2009/dec/02/obama-afghanistan-liberal-backlash
https://academic.oup.com/fpa/article-abstract/10/3/265/1788667?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://academic.oup.com/fpa/article-abstract/10/3/265/1788667?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://sites.middlebury.edu/presidentialpower/2009/12/07/a-laywer-in-the-white-house-and-the-surge-in-afghanistan-why-they-are-linked/
https://sites.middlebury.edu/presidentialpower/2009/12/07/a-laywer-in-the-white-house-and-the-surge-in-afghanistan-why-they-are-linked/
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Aspiration Levels 

The aims were to prevent a renewed Al Qaeda safe haven and  

to reassure Pakistan of U.S. counterterrorism commitment regionally.22 

President Obama aimed to prioritize the fight against Al Qaeda, prevent them 

from having safe havens in either Afghanistan or Pakistan, and ultimately to eliminate 

the threat they, the Afghan Taliban, and like-minded terrorist groups posed.  He also 

sought to stabilize Pakistan by signaling to its leaders America’s commitment to 

counterterrorism, and by helping them address the terrorism threat against their own 

country that existed within their borders.23  These aspiration levels informed the fall 2009 

decision-making process, but they were not new.  “He [Obama] argued repeatedly in the 

campaign that while the Bush administration was pursuing phantom enemies and 

nonexistent weapons of mass destruction in Iraq, we had lost our focus on the 

organization which had attacked the United States.24”  Obama’s multiple escalations in 

Afghanistan during his first year in office were tangible manifestations of his campaign 

promise to reorient the fight against terrorism to there from Iraq.  There were two 

                                                      

22 McDonough, Denis. Talk at Duke University, April 15, 2016.  Also: Donilon, Thomas. Talk at Duke, 

November 19, 2015. 
23 Donilon, Thomas. Talk at Duke University, November 19, 2015. McDonough, Denis. Talk at Duke 

University, April 15, 2016.  Both Obama officials mentioned these two objectives as what the president 

wanted to accomplish.  See also:  Woodward, Bob. Obama’s Wars, New York: Simon and Schuster, 2011: 328. 

Coll, Steve. Directorate S: The CIA and America's Secret Wars in Afghanistan and Pakistan, 2001–2016. Penguin 

UK, 2018: 406. 
24 Panetta, Leon and Jim Newton. Worthy Fights: A Memoir of Leadership in War and Peace. Penguin, 2014: 

290. 
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additions to these publicly communicated aspiration levels.  During the fall decision 

making, Obama communicated privately to the military leaders on the ground in 

Afghanistan that he wanted to pursue a war policy that would ensure a stable, 

democratic Afghanistan—a more ambitious aspiration level, and one potentially 

divergent from the others.25   

(1) Why was this a “sunk cost trap?” 

“We were not on a path to reach our objectives there [in Afghanistan].26” 

“The United States is not losing in Afghanistan, but it is not winning either.27” 

The situation in Afghanistan was a sunk cost trap because, as the Under 

Secretary of Defense for Policy at the time, Michèle Flournoy, said in the quotation 

above, America’s trajectory did not portend policy success.  Journalist John Barry 

summarized the situation in a comparable manner upon Obama taking office.  “The 

situation in Afghanistan is bad and getting worse.28”  In fact, assessments of this type 

were prevalent throughout Obama’s first year in office.  By the fall, both the new 

                                                      

25  Colonel Patrick Howell, General McChrystal’s lead military planner for the surge in 2009, phone 

interview with the author, August 18, 2016.  
26 Flournoy, Michèle.  Phone interview with the author, August 22, 2016. 
27 McChrystal, Stanley. ISAF Commander’s Classified Assessment, November 2008 in: Coll, Steve. Directorate S: 

The CIA and America's Secret Wars in Afghanistan and Pakistan, 2001–2016. Penguin UK, 2018: 369. Later (on p. 

406), Coll notes that Pakistan General Kayani told General McChrystal that the Taliban will never give up 

violence or seek a political compromise as long as they perceive that they (not the United States) is winning 

the war. 
28 Barry, John. “Could Afghanistan be Obama’s Vietnam?,” January 30, 2009, Newsweek, accessed August 21, 

2016, at: http://www.newsweek.com/could-afghanistan-be-obamas-vietnam-77749. 

http://www.newsweek.com/could-afghanistan-be-obamas-vietnam-77749
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military commander on the ground, General Stanley McChrystal, and the American 

people agreed that the situation was serious.  McChrystal wrote in his initial 

Commander’s Assessment that, “[N]either success nor failure can be taken for granted. … 

[M]any indicators suggest the overall situation is deteriorating.29”  Popular support, as 

depicted in public opinion graphs later in this section, exhibited growing discontent 

with Obama’s handling of U.S. policy in Afghanistan, the direction of American foreign 

policy in general, and the president’s overall job performance.  Thus, there was an 

urgent need for a meaningful change to U.S. war policy.   

Obama faced significant sunk costs prior to his major change in war policy.  The 

government and military had invested eight years in the war effort.  This represented 

significant temporal and manpower sunk costs, marked by becoming America’s longest 

war six months later.30  Nearly 950 U.S. military members had lost their lives in 

Afghanistan at the time of decision.31  2008 had been the “deadliest year of the war [so 

                                                      

29 “COMISAF Initial Assessment (Unclassified),” The Washington Post, September 21, 2009, accessed on 

December 23, 2015, at: http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-

dyn/content/article/2009/09/21/AR2009092100110.html. 
30 June 7, 2010 was the day that the Afghanistan War became America’s longest.  On that day, it became 104 

months long, surpassing the U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War, as counted from passage of the Gulf of 

Tonkin Resolution on August 7, 1964 until withdrawal of all U.S. combat forces.  See Thomas Nagorski’s 

Editor's Notebook: Afghan War Now Country's Longest, June 7, 2010, International via World News, accessed 

July 17, 2015, available at: http://abcnews.go.com/Politics/afghan-war-now-longest-war-us-

history/story?id=10849303. Also: Alter, Jonathan. The Promise, Simon & Schuster, 2010: 357. 
31 This figure comes from the by year and by country casualties figures listed on iCasualties—Operation 

Enduring Freedom, available at http://icasualties.org/OEF/index.aspx and accessed July 17, 2015.  I am still 

looking to verify these numbers, which indicated 947 U.S. military members died between 2001 and 2009 in 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/09/21/AR2009092100110.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/09/21/AR2009092100110.html
http://abcnews.go.com/Politics/afghan-war-now-longest-war-us-history/story?id=10849303
http://abcnews.go.com/Politics/afghan-war-now-longest-war-us-history/story?id=10849303
http://icasualties.org/OEF/index.aspx
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far] for American forces.32”  Yet, the first year of Obama’s presidency saw casualties 

increase even further.  The number of U.S. fatalities as a result of enemy action for the 

period of April-October 2009 increased by 57 percent over the same period in 2008.33  In 

August, there were 47 casualties, making it the deadliest month for U.S. military 

personnel in Afghanistan since the start of the war.34  “Across 2009, American deaths 

doubled from 2008 levels.35”  Senior military officials acknowledged that some of 

McChrystal’s new directives, instilled to protect Afghan civilians, placed U.S. troops at 

greater risk, seemingly confirmed by the spike in casualties.36  The rise in casualties 

increased concern among military families and Congress, while causing average 

                                                      

 

Afghanistan, with official DOD numbers.  The DOD websites I found do not include by year breakdowns, 

only the total to date. 
32 Obama, “Remarks by the President on a New Strategy for Afghanistan and Pakistan,” Washington, D.C., 

March 27, 2009.  
33Associated Press, “U.S. Deaths Spike in Afghanistan,” NBC News, February 28, 2009, accessed on April 10, 

at: http://www.nbcnews.com/id/29445216/ns/world_news-south_and_central_asia/t/us-deaths-spike-

afghanistan/#.V3MY0ZMrLUo 
34 Chesser, Susan G., “Afghanistan Casualties: Military Forces and Civilians,” Congressional Research 

Service, December 6, 2012, accessed on June 2, 2016, available at: 

https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R41084.pdf 
35 Collins, Joseph J. and Richard D. Hooker, Lessons Encountered: Learning from the Long War (Washington, 

D.C.: National Defense University Press: 2015): 127. 
36 Tyson, Ann S., “Rising U.S. Toll in Afghanistan Stirs Unease on Hill, Among Families,” Washington Post, 

September 23, 2009, accessed on January 3, available at: http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-

dyn/content/article/2009/09/22/AR2009092204296.html?hpid=topnews.  

http://www.nbcnews.com/id/29445216/ns/world_news-south_and_central_asia/t/us-deaths-spike-afghanistan/#.V3MY0ZMrLUo
http://www.nbcnews.com/id/29445216/ns/world_news-south_and_central_asia/t/us-deaths-spike-afghanistan/#.V3MY0ZMrLUo
https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R41084.pdf
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/09/22/AR2009092204296.html?hpid=topnews
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/09/22/AR2009092204296.html?hpid=topnews
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Americans to doubt the prospects for success.37  Financially, the nation had spent an 

estimated $230 billion on the war,38 important considering the recession the country was 

experiencing.  The initial columns of Table 6.1 list these sunk costs, while the last two 

briefly describe their relevance to the president and the nation.  The next subsection 

further elaborates on their salience. 

                                                      

37 Tyson, Ann S., “Rising U.S. Toll in Afghanistan Stirs Unease on Hill, Among Families,” Washington Post, 

September 23, 2009, accessed on January 3, 2016, available at: http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-

dyn/content/article/2009/09/22/AR2009092204296.html?hpid=topnews. 
38 That is the amount spent through fiscal year 2009.  Cordesman, Anthony, “The US Cost of the Afghan 

War: FY2002-FY2013,” Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), 2012: 4-7.  

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/09/22/AR2009092204296.html?hpid=topnews
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/09/22/AR2009092204296.html?hpid=topnews
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Table 6.1:  Sunk Costs facing President Obama in Afghanistan 

 

Time 

 

Casualties 

Financial 

Investment 

 

Personal Credibility 

National 

Prestige 

98 months 

 

(8 years, 2 

months) 

 

(10/7/01 – 

12/1/09) 

  

667 

KIA 

 

262 

Wounded39 

 

(10/7/01 – 

11/30/09) 

230 Billion40 

 

 (FY01– 

FY09) 

An 11% decline in 

approval of 

Afghanistan policy, 

and a 21% decline in 

Job Approval, as 

measured by popular 

opinion from the time 

of the inauguration up 

until the Dec. 1, 2009 

speech. 

 

Obama held 

responsibility to 

uphold his campaign 

promise to increase 

U.S. focus on the war 

in Afghanistan.  

Defeat at the 

hands of a 

weaker enemy 

in Afghanistan 

would diminish 

national 

credibility and 

prestige.41 

  

Sunk Cost Salience 

The war is “not perceived to be generating a level of benefits  

that can be convincingly described as proportionate to the costs.42” 

                                                      

39 This figure comes from the by year and by country casualties figures listed on iCasualties—Operation 

Enduring Freedom, accessed March 14, 2016, available at: http://icasualties.org/OEF/ByMonth.aspx. 
40 Cordesman, Anthony.  The US Cost of the Afghan War: FY2002-FY2013, CSIS, 2012: 4-7. 
41 In a related comment about the international dimension of the war, Eliot Cohen indicated that 

Afghanistan had “become a N.A.T.O. war, but it was not going to succeed that way.” See: Coll, Steve. 

Directorate S: The CIA and America's Secret Wars in Afghanistan and Pakistan, 2001–2016. Penguin UK, 2018: 

328. 
42 Dandeker, Christopher. “What ‘Success’ Means in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya,” in:  Burk, James, ed. How 

9/11 changed our ways of war. Stanford University Press, 2013: 123. 

http://icasualties.org/OEF/ByMonth.aspx
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“Increasingly the war in Afghanistan, like the Vietnam War,  

ha[d] become highly unpopular and politically costly.43” 

The sunk costs increased pressure on the Obama administration.  The following 

figures show Obama’s job approval on his handling of Afghanistan, his job approval on 

foreign policy, and his overall job approval, respectively.  During the span from the 

inauguration on January 20th, unitl right before the December 1st West Point speech 

announing the escalation, there was a steady decline in public approval across all three 

areas.   

 

Figure 6.1:  Obama’s Job Approval on Afghanistan (July – November 2009)44 

 

                                                      

43 Arquilla, John and Hy Rothstein, Afghan Endgames: Strategy and Policy Choices for America's Longest War 

(Washington, D.C., Georgetown University Press, 2012): 145. 
44 Jones, Jeffrey M. “Obama Approval on Afghanistan,” Gallup, December 1, 2009, accessed January 1, 2019, 

available at: https://news.gallup.com/poll/124520/obama-approval-afghanistan-trails-issues.aspx.  

https://news.gallup.com/poll/124520/obama-approval-afghanistan-trails-issues.aspx
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Figure 6.2:  Obama’s Public Approval on Foreign Policy (March - November 2009)45  

 

 
Figure 6.3:  Obama’s Overall Public Approval (January 20 - December 1, 2009)46 

                                                      

45 This graph is available at: http://elections.huffingtonpost.com/pollster/obama-job-approval-foreign-policy.  

This graph alters the original Huffington Post graph slightly to focus on Obama’s approval before the 

decision to surge, show all poll points, and remove some smoothing in order to better show the dynamics of 

public opinion.  
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Significantly, these graphs all show similar data.  They reflect the domestic 

political environment in which Obama was operating.  Across these categories, the 

president’s approval-disapproval ratings were converging—and not in a good direction 

for him.  These public opinion data are a proxy for the change in Obama’s personal 

prestige that had occurred since taking office, as it related to Afghanistan and foreign 

policy.  Along with the human and financial investments already made, they 

contributed to the sense that he was facing a no-win situation.  The prolonged time 

commitment also contributed to the “sunk cost” element of national prestige.  The 

longer the conflict lasted, the more it showcased that the United States, the global 

superpower, was unable to defeat a far weaker enemy.47  

(2) What were the president’s options and what strategy did he 
implement? 

“I don’t think it was true that the military was trying to box in the president.  

I just think there were a lot of people that thought that was happening.48” 

                                                      

 

46 This graph is available at: http://elections.huffingtonpost.com/pollster/obama-job-approval. This graph 

alters the original Huffington Post graph, but using its same data, to focus on Obama’s approval before the 

decision to surge, show specific data points, and to remove some smoothing to tailor it for the case study.  
47 Hartig, Luke. “Can Trump and His Generals Avoid Another Black Hawk Down?” Newsweek, September 4, 

2017, accessed September 22, 2018, at: https://www.newsweek.com/can-trump-and-his-generals-avoid-

another-black-hawk-down-658716. 
48 Singh, Vikram. Phone interview with the author, September 10, 2016. 

http://elections.huffingtonpost.com/pollster/obama-job-approval
https://www.newsweek.com/can-trump-and-his-generals-avoid-another-black-hawk-down-658716
https://www.newsweek.com/can-trump-and-his-generals-avoid-another-black-hawk-down-658716
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Important Decision Factors Leading Up to Obama’s Decision  

Friction between the administration’s civilian policy makers and military leaders 

mounted during the decision making partially because Obama felt the military did not 

provide enough choices.  He also felt that they sought to make the decision pre-

established.49  This perception, right or wrong, raised civil-military discord50 earlier 

fueled by McChrystal indicating—while deliberations were still ongoing—that he did 

not believe that a counterterrorism strategy, such as the one favored by the vice 

president, would work.51  Given all this, Obama asked tough questions and sought a 

variety of options.52  During the formal policy review period, Obama pushed his 

national security team on strategic matters.  He questioned assumptions undergirding 

the request for more troops.  He reexamined America’s core interests in the region and 

sought creative ways of achieving them.53  

Obama’s reticence to embrace another escalation in Afghanistan so quickly was 

due to a Clausewitzian instinct that the country’s effort there might not be worth that 

                                                      

49 Donilon, Thomas. Talk at Duke University, November 19, 2015. 
50 Singh, Vikram.  Phone interview with the author, September 10, 2016. Also:  Woodward, Obama’s Wars, 

Simon & Schuster, 2011.   
51 McChrystal, Stanley.  “Remarks during a question and answer session with reporters,” October 1, 2009, 

International Institute for Security Studies (IISS).  See also:  Hastings, Max.  “The Runaway General,” Rolling 

Stone, 2010.   
52 Woodward, Bob. Obama's Wars, Simon and Schuster, 2011. Alter, Jonathan. The Promise, Simon & Schuster, 

2010. 
53 Woodward, Bob.  Obama’s Wars, New York:  Simon and Schuster, 2011.  
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much effort.54  The president and some of his team had “a light bulb moment” in which 

they realized that the real threat to America, which stemmed from Al Qaeda’s core 

leadership, was in Pakistan.  These terrorist leaders were not in Afghanistan where the 

United States was, with the surge, going to have 100,000 troops and would be spending 

$113 billion a year.55  The United States was investing, and preparing to invest further, in 

substantial ways in Afghanistan, but that was not where the majority of Al Qaeda and 

its senior leaders were.56   

Civilian and military intelligence analysts and leaders in Afghanistan in August 

2009 estimated that Al Qaeda did not have more than 200-300 fighters in Afghanistan.  

The rest were in Pakistan or other areas around the world.  Those that were in 

Afghanistan were among the lower level ranks, not the senior leadership responsible for 

the most significant terrorist plot planning or execution.57  This sanctuary problem raised 

                                                      

54 Clausewitz, Carl von. "On War, edited and translated by Michael Howard and Peter Paret." (1976): 92.  

Clausewitz wrote that, “Once the expenditure of effort exceeds the value of the political object, the object 

must be renounced and peace must follow.”  See also:  Woodward, Bob, Obama’s Wars, New York:  Simon 

and Schuster, 2011. 
55 Woodward, Bob. Obama's Wars, New York:  Simon and Schuster, 2011: Kindle Edition, location 6523.  
56 The last several sentences draw from:  Lute, Doug. Phone interview with the author, August 19, 2016. 
57 This was the near universal assessment of the intelligence community across Afghanistan in late July-

August 2009.  The author traveled extensively around the country as a strategic consultant of sorts as part of 

a four-man team from West Point’s Combating Terrorism Center.  The team interviewed a considerable 

number of military and civilian analysts and leaders in Kandahar, Bagram, and Jalalabad.  Those whom the 

team interviewed were primarily Americans, but included some Allied members of the International 

Security Assistance Force (ISAF) and at least one group of Afghan provincial leaders.  Those with whom the 

group talked ranged in rank from Sergeant to General McChrystal, the ISAF Commander, and Ambassador 

Karl Eikenberry, the chief U.S. diplomat in country. 
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the spectre of whether U.S. military intervention was properly addressing core national 

security interests, and whether success was possible.  This debate echoed a similar 

debate during the Vietnam War.  It also relates to a discussion near the end of the 

chapter about discrepancies between the private rationale for the decision (focused on 

stability in Pakistan) and its public justification (tied to security interests in 

Afghanistan). 

Despite his instincts toward a critical evaluation of McChrystal’s request, key 

factors complicated Obama’s decision, opening him to an escalation.  Most of the 

president’s principal advisors, both civilian and military, supported an escalation and 

counterinsurgency strategy.  Alongside McChrystal, Secretary of Defense Robert Gates, 

Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Admiral Michael Mullen, 

and Central Command (CENTCOM) Commander General David Petraeus backed the 

proposal.  Moreover, summarily dismissing McChrystal’s recommendation would have 

taxed an already fragile relationship with the Pentagon.  It would signal that the 

president viewed the situation in Afghanistan differently than the military’s leadership.  

Some could also interpret that as Obama losing confidence in his own judgment.  Since 

he had recently instilled McChrystal as his top commander in Afghanistan and directed 

him to turn the situation there around, a failure to follow McChrystal’s recommendation 
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would appear inconsistent.  Additionally, counterinsurgency was hard to argue against 

in the fall of 2009 because of its apparent success in Iraq.   

“The reason we went from September to the West-Point Speech in the December 

of 2009, ‘dithering,’ as some have claimed, is that the President refused to consider one 

option alone, and the Pentagon refused to give him any [significantly different] 

choices.58”  The Commander-in-Chief did get some alternatives from other advisors, as 

described later in this section, but the choices were stark.  If Obama refused the 

military’s recommendation, he would be ignoring a catastrophic mission failure 

warning.  If he accepted the plan, he would be committing to a revitalized effort in 

Afghanistan that could end up in a quagmire.  A compromise could leave him with the 

worst results of either possibility, with a half-hearted attempt lacking the means to show 

any worthwhile progress.   

Options Considered 

“Additional resources are required, but focusing on  

force or resource requirements misses the point entirely.59” 

This excerpt from McChrystal’s Commanders’ Initial Assessment is ironic because, 

despite its advocacy to the contrary, the war policy debate devolved into a discussion 

                                                      

58 Hooker, Richard and Joseph Collins, Interview with Douglas Lute, April 10, 2015: 6. 
59 “COMISAF Initial Assessment (Unclassified),” The Washington Post, September 21, 2009, accessed on 

December 23, 2015, at: http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-

dyn/content/article/2009/09/21/AR2009092100110.html. 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/09/21/AR2009092100110.html
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largely focused on the numbers of additional forces one alternative would provide 

versus another.  Although maintaining the status quo (option 1) was a possible course of 

action, Obama did not give it much consideration, nor did he appear to consider 

withdrawal.  The military characterized McChrystal’s three options, all involving more 

troops, by the residual risk they carried.  This, in turn, was based on risk, in this case 

defined as the likelihood of failure given the number of new soldiers they would infuse 

into the fight (options 2, 3, and 4)—portrayed, along with the other options, in Figure 

6.3.   

McChrystal’s “high risk” alternative (Option 2) entailed an additional troop 

request of 10,000.  While this would provoke the least political opposition of 

McChrystal’s options, it would do relatively little to reduce violence and provide time 

for political and economic development to occur.60  On the other end, the “low risk” 

course of action (Option 3), asked for the deployment of 80,000 U.S. troops.  It would 

facilitate protection of Afghans through the pacification of the Taliban and terrorist 

threats.  This was viewed as a ridiculously high number, though, especially coming on 

the heels of the spring escalations, which were yet to be fully implemented.  That left 

Option 4, which would include 40,000 more troops.  It was the “medium risk” option 

                                                      

60 Entous, Adam and Andrew Gray, “Scenarios: Obama's Options in Afghan War,” Reuters, October 5, 2009, 

accessed June 13, 2016, available at: http://www.reuters.com/article/us-afghanistan-usa-obama-options-sb-

idUSTRE5944AB20091005. 
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because it provided significant forces to address the enemy’s growing strength, but 

without additional margin to address contingencies.61 

 

 

Figure 6.4:  Obama’s (Afghanistan) “Sunk Cost Trap” Response Options62 

                                                      

61 These options, and their corresponding risk assessments, come from an August 18, 2016 phone interview 

with now Colonel Patrick Howell, who served as General McChrystal’s lead military planner for the surge 

in 2009. 
62 ISAF = International Security Assistance Force (the international command in Afghanistan).  TCN = Troop 

Contributing Nations. The blue dot represents the implemented strategy. 
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Holbrooke had foreshadowed this framing of options by the military.  The 

experienced envoy predicted that the military would present three options, framing all 

in terms of the level of additional troops requested.  Further, Holbrooke indicated that 

the military’s use of this method was to point the decision maker, President Obama, to 

the middle option—which is what they really wanted.  The other two were essentially 

throw aways designed to make the president feel that the middle alternative was not so 

bad.  Just by including the two extreme courses, that alternative would appear more 

practical.  By selecting it, the president might imagine that he would be taking the 

compromise approach, something Obama was purportedly keen to do.63  As such, he 

could avoid the political pitfalls of either overextending the United States by sending too 

many troops, or appearing as doing too little.64   

Biden’s proposal (Option 5) refocused on counterterrorism rather than 

undertaking a broader counterinsurgency mandate.  The Vice-President argued that 

counterinsurgency would require an extensive military and diplomatic effort over many 

years and further involve the U.S. in Afghanistan, without guaranteeing mission 

                                                      

63 This paragraph draws on: Goldberg, Jeffrey. “The Obama Doctrine,” The Atlantic Monthly, April 2016, 

accessed August 21, 2016, at:  http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2016/04/the-obama-

doctrine/471525/. 
64 Vali Nasr explained where Holbrooke’s understanding of the military’s proclivities in providing options 

came from:  historical lessons.  Holbrooke had seen military leaders present options to civilian leaders in the 

same way during the Vietnam War.  Nasr, Vali.  The Dispensable Nation, Anchor Books, 2013: 25, 33-34. 

http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2016/04/the-obama-doctrine/471525/
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accomplishment.65  As an alternative, Biden’s “CT-Plus” would utilize drones and 

Special Forces to target the enemy, cutting the estimated costs entailed in another 

counterinsurgency campaign.66  This strategy focused on the enemy instead of on 

protecting the civilian population, which was the first priority of McChrystal’s 

population centric counterinsurgency strategy.67  The “plus” portion of Biden’s policy 

sought an increase diplomatic push to leverage Pakistan to take more effective action 

against Al Qaeda, Taliban, and other groups conducting terrorist attacks in Afghanistan, 

such as the Haqqani network.    

Special Envoy for Afghanistan and Pakistan Richard Holbrooke and U.S. 

Ambassador to Afghanistan Karl Eikenberry championed Option 6, which would 

refocus efforts on Pakistan.68  They concluded that the United States should refocus 

away from Afghanistan to Pakistan, because that is where the senior terrorist leaders 

                                                      

65 Woodward, Bob. Obama's Wars. Simon and Schuster, 2011.  Tyson, Ann S., “Rising U.S. Toll in 

Afghanistan Stirs Unease on Hill, Among Families,” Washington Post, September 23, 2009, accessed on 

January 3, 2016, available at: http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-

dyn/content/article/2009/09/22/AR2009092204296.html?hpid=topnews. 
66 Tyson, Ann S., “Rising U.S. Toll in Afghanistan Stirs Unease on Hill, Among Families,” Washington Post, 

September 23, 2009, accessed on January 3, 2016, available at: http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-

dyn/content/article/2009/09/22/AR2009092204296.html?hpid=topnews. 
67 The latter was the strategy which Bush had implemented in Iraq in 2007, and it—along with the fresh 

infusion of troops—was what McChrystal, Petraeus, and others were proposing in Afghanistan.   
68 Schmitt, Eric, “U.S. Envoy’s Cables Show Worries on Afghan Plans,” January 25, 2010, accessed on 

January 3, 2016, available at: 

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/26/world/asia/26strategy.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0. 
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were, and because Pakistan was the more pivotal country.69  Pakistan had nuclear 

weapons.  Pakistan had a history of instability, both in its tensions with its larger 

neighbor, India, and as evidenced by a string of military coups since the 1990s.  

Eikenberry advocated in a cable that “the better answer to our difficulties could well be 

to further ratchet up our engagement in Pakistan.70”  In it, Eikenberry bluntly noted the 

corruption and unreliability of a Karzai-led Afghanistan.  Just like the McChrystal 

report, someone leaked this communique.  That strained diplomatic relations with the 

Afghan leader, but provided the other notable alternative for Obama, emphasizing 

diplomatic rather than military escalation.  Option 6 attracted less attention than 

McChrystal’s alternatives, but its support was not merely individually with Eikenberry 

and Holbrooke; it had collective appeal. 

Graphical Portrayal of the Options 

Figure 6.3 portrays these options in terms of escalation and deescalation, both 

militarily and politically/diplomatically.  The two-dimensional chart is designed to 

capture the differences between alternatives in these terms.  The closer the options are 

positioned to the middle of the graph, where the two axes intersect, the less change they 

                                                      

69 This is what civilian and military analysts, General McChrystal, and Ambassador Eikenberry and their 

staffs indicated to the author and the Combating Terrorism Center team of which he was a part during a 

July-August 2009 visit of key locations in Afghanistan.   
70 Schmitt, Eric, “U.S. Envoy’s Cables Show Worries on Afghan Plans,” January 25, 2010, accessed on 

January 3, 2016, available at: 

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/26/world/asia/26strategy.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0.  
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proposed and the more they resemble status quo efforts.  The inverse is also true.  The 

farther away from the center an alternative is, the more change it would involve, and the 

less it resembled the status quo.   

Figure 6.3 shows a graphical comparison of the options across diplomatic and 

military factors.  Conceptually, presidents can manipulate options in the number of 

additional troops deployed or those withdrawn.  They can change the type of mission 

those forces conduct.  They can adjust the intensity of diplomacy undertaken and the 

breadth of its focus bilaterally, regionally, or globally.  They can modify the amount of 

political capital expended on domestic politics to secure popular and congressional 

support.  They can determine the pace at which those changes will be implemented, 

within the constraints of the U.S. military’s available lift capacity.  They can also 

determine how long to apply these measures.  Figure 6.3 shows that Obama considered 

options with different degrees of military and diplomatic escalations.  Only one or two 

involved a likely or possible drawdown (Option 5:  CT-Plus, and Option 6: Refocus on 

Pakistan, respectively).  In addition, the military’s options varied little, other than in the 

number of additional forces added, and congruently, what those forces could 

accomplish.   
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Strategy Implemented 

Obama announced his decision on December 1, 2009 at West Point.  He decided 

on 40,000 additional troops, but not all from the United States.  Obama went with Gates’ 

proposal to deploy 30,000 U.S. soldiers and seek contributions of 10,000 others from the 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and other partners.71  Nor was the surge to 

be permanent, or conditions based.  Troop manning would return to pre-surge levels 

beginning in the summer of 2011.  The military could use a counterinsurgency strategy, 

but the president’s intent was not to conduct a fully resourced counterinsurgency 

mission.72  The strategy Obama implemented involved a mid-range degree of military 

escalation, along with increased diplomacy.  Diplomacy was necessary to secure greater 

troop contributions from NATO or other partner nations.  It was also necessary to push 

Pakistan to do more, or at least allow America to do more on Pakistan territory, despite 

the latter’s concerns about territorial sovereignty and domestic politics.   

This was a hybrid solution.  The policy involved vertical military escalation and 

officially embracing a limited counterinsurgency strategy, but also set a time limit for 

the surge.  The military would have the number of forces it wanted, but, in recognition 

of the arguments made by those who opposed another escalation, the military must 

                                                      

71 Obama, Barack.  “Way Forward in Afghanistan and Pakistan,” (Speech:  West Point, NY), December 1, 

2009.  Gates, Robert.  Duty: Memoirs of a Secretary at War, Random House, 2014. 
72 Woodward, Bob, Obama’s Wars, New York: Simon and Schuster, 2011: 324-345.  
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make progress relatively quickly and one-fourth of the force increase had to come from 

allies.  Critics argued that the decision “caused confusion among allies and sent the 

wrong signals to the region.  It seemed to say to the Taliban that they need wait only for 

the Americans to leave before re-emerging and seizing control.73”  So, while the surge 

showed that America had set out to “finish the job” in Afghanistan, it would be doing so 

for a limited time, attempting to avoid an open-ended commitment.74  McChrystal was 

concerned that a set withdrawal date would give the Taliban “a sense that if they 

survived until the [withdrawal] date, they could prevail.75”  Still, this component of 

Obama’s decision leveraged NATO members, International Security Assistance Force 

(ISAF) partners, and other troop contributing nations (TCN) to share the burden and 

develop “skin in the game.”  It also forced McChrystal and the military to join the 

administration in asking their counterparts to escalate military (and later fiscal) 

contributions.76  Finally, it sent notice to the military that future requests would not 

necessarily be approved wholesale, nor without critical analysis.   

                                                      

73 Amoore, Miles and Christina Lamb, “Get Set for Surge in Bloody Battles,” Sunday Times, December 6, 

2009, accessed on January 4, 2016 available at:  

http://search.proquest.com/docview/316523209?accountid=10598.  
74 Obama, Barack in:  Baker, Peter.  “How Obama Came to Plan for Surge”,” New York Times, 2009, 

available at: 

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/12/06/world/asia/06reconstruct.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0Baker. 
75 Woodward, Obama’s Wars, Simon and Schuster, 2011: 357. 
76 Admiral (Retired) James Stavridis discussed the scope, intentions, and effort required to obtain this buy-in 

from international partners during a phone interview with the author, September 1, 2016.  He traveled to 

http://search.proquest.com/docview/316523209?accountid=10598
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(3) What role did historical “lessons” and anticipated regret 
play?  

From the beginning of Obama’s presidency, for the Cabinet and senior military 

leaders, the dominant lessons were gleaned from 9/11 and the Iraq War.  The 9/11 lesson 

was that the United States must remain on the offensive, proactively engaged in an 

overseas war against international terrorists to avoid suffering another major terrorist 

attack at home.  The Iraq War lesson was that lasting results in the U.S.’ major 

contemporary military campaigns would come via counterinsurgency.77  For the 

president, the 9/11 lesson was important, as evidenced by his campaign promises to 

refocus on “the good war.”  It mattered to him that the war on terrorism originated from 

the Al Qaeda leaders harbored in Afghanistan by the Taliban.78  However, Obama was 

leery of the Iraq War lesson because he was skeptical of the efficacy of robust American 

                                                      

 

approximately 60 countries and logged a million miles in an exhaustive effort to garner troop and other 

contributions from partner nations.  Furthermore, the lesson from the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan was 

that the eventual drying up of Soviet aid led to a deteriorating situation and civil war.  As long as the money 

flowed, Afghanistan had been able to maintain stability, even after the redeployment of Soviet troops out of 

the country.  This argument found resonance with Secretary of Defense Robert Gates and Secretary of State 

Hillary Clinton and helped cement their support for escalating commitment to Afghanistan monetarily, 

while other arguments convinced them of the need to escalate militarily.  See: Gates, Duty: Memoirs of a 

Secretary at War, Random House, 2014.  Clinton, Hard Choices, Simon & Schuster, 2014: 21. 
77 Kagan, Frederick.  SMU, CPH interview: May 7, 2015, accessed July 7, 2016, at: 

https://vimeo.com/128816876.  See also:  McChrystal, General Stanley. My Share of the Task: A Memoir. 

Penguin, 2013: 240. 
78 Panetta, Leon and Jim Newton. Worthy Fights: A Memoir of Leadership in War and Peace. Penguin, 2014: 290.  

Woodward, Bob. Obama’s Wars, Simon & Schuster, 2011: 328.   
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nation building efforts, and more interested in building the U.S. economy.79  Vice 

President Biden reinforced this skepticism for Obama by making the connection 

between the wars in Afghanistan and Vietnam explicit.  Biden indicated that within a 

year they might be able to determine that the surge was not working.  At that point, as 

in 2009 and as in Vietnam, the generals would again ask for more troops in a never-

ending incrementalism.  In response to this gloomy, historically based prediction, the 

president assured Biden that he understood and would follow the Vietnam War lesson 

of avoiding a quagmire by setting a clear timeline for departure.80  

The following subsections further discuss the impact of lessons from 9/11, Iraq, 

and Vietnam on Obama’s decision regarding Afghanistan.  They divide Obama’s 

decision into three parts.  First is the decision to escalate.  Though it would have been 

difficult in his first year and because of his campaign rhetoric,81 the president could have 

                                                      

79 Eikenberry, Karl.  Email to the author, August 23, 2016.  See also:  Obama, Barack.  “Way Forward in 

Afghanistan and Pakistan,” (Speech, West Point, NY), December 1, 2009, accessed October 13, 2017, at:  

https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/blog/2009/12/01/new-way-forward-presidents-address.  Goldberg, 

Jeffrey.  “The Obama Doctrine,” The Atlantic Monthly, April 2016, accessed August 21, 2016, at:  
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80 Woodward, Bob.  Obama’s Wars, New York:  Simon & Schuster, 2011: 324-328. 
81 Obama, Barack.  “Speech on Iraq,” March 19, 2008.  Council on Foreign Relations, available at: 

http://www.cfr.org/elections/obamas-speech-iraq-march-2008/p15761, accessed on September 5, 2016.  

Obama, Barack.  “Remarks on Iraq and Afghanistan” speech, July 15, 2008, New York Times, available at: 
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National Defense University Press: 2015): 113. 
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turned down the military’s request for additional forces.82  He could have deferred the 

decision since not all of the additional 21,000 soldiers and Marines Obama had ordered 

to Afghanistan in February and March—also in response to a Pentagon request—had yet 

made it into the fight.83  Yet Obama did neither.  Thus, the first subsection below 

discusses the president’s decision to escalate.  The second looks at the decision to utilize 

aspects of counterinsurgency as part of the strategy for the surge troops.84  The third 

examines the decision to limit the infusion of additional troops to eighteen months.   

Decision to Escalate 

The decision to escalate in Afghanistan was due to the threat realized on 9/11.  

Its aim was to prevent a renewed Al Qaeda safe haven and to  

reassure Pakistan of U.S. counterterrorism commitment regionally.85 

The seeds of Obama’s decision to escalate out of his sunk cost trap were laid 

prior to assuming office.  He drew a distinction during the campaign between the 

ongoing wars.  Afghanistan was the “good war;” Iraq was the bad war—a war upon 

which the United States should not have embarked.  Obama contended that by opening 

                                                      

82 See: Hartig, Luke. “Can Trump and His Generals Avoid Another Black Hawk Down?” Newsweek, 

September 4, 2017, accessed September 22, 2018, at: https://www.newsweek.com/can-trump-and-his-

generals-avoid-another-black-hawk-down-658716. 
83 “The U.S. War in Afghanistan: 1999-2018,” Council on Foreign Relations, accessed December 27, 2018, 

available at: https://www.cfr.org/timeline/us-war-afghanistan.  
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told President Obama at the time. Coll, Steve. Directorate S: The CIA and America's Secret Wars in Afghanistan 

and Pakistan, 2001–2016. Penguin UK, 2018: 347. 
85 McDonough, Denis. Talk at Duke University, April 15, 2016.   

https://www.newsweek.com/can-trump-and-his-generals-avoid-another-black-hawk-down-658716
https://www.newsweek.com/can-trump-and-his-generals-avoid-another-black-hawk-down-658716
https://www.cfr.org/timeline/us-war-afghanistan


 

 

428 

an “unnecessary war” in Iraq, Bush had taken his eyes off Al Qaeda.86  Bush had failed 

to prioritize U.S. efforts appropriately.  Obama was determined to reverse that trend.87  

A lesson gleaned from 9/11 was foundational to this distinction.  Afghanistan, and 

especially Pakistan, were the true sources of the threat to the United States.88  According 

to Obama’s assessment as a presidential candidate, the surge of forces to Iraq had had a 

negative impact on the resources available for and outcomes obtained in Afghanistan.89  

Moreover, Obama argued that “the central front in the war on terror is not Iraq, and it 

never was.”  He promised to send “additional combat brigades to Afghanistan” and 

“seek greater contributions – with fewer restrictions – from NATO allies” to take “the 

fight to al Qaeda in Afghanistan and Pakistan.90”   

Once in office, key members of the president’s national security team shared this 

understanding of Obama’s prioritization of the war efforts.  In a phone interview with 

                                                      

86 Obama, Barack.  “Speech on Iraq,” March 19, 2008.  Council on Foreign Relations, available at: 

http://www.cfr.org/elections/obamas-speech-iraq-march-2008/p15761, accessed on September 5, 2016.  
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88 Woodward, Bob.  Obama’s Wars, Simon & Schuster, 2011: 328.   
89 Obama, Barack.  “Remarks on Iraq and Afghanistan” speech, July 15, 2008, New York Times, available at: 

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/07/15/us/politics/15text-obama.html, accessed on September 5, 2016. 
90 Obama, Barack.  “Remarks on Iraq and Afghanistan” speech, July 15, 2008, New York Times, available at: 
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the author, Obama’s first Under Secretary of Defense for Policy, Michèle Flournoy, 

explained how the president viewed the priority for military action and why.  “Obama 

came into office with the premise that Iraq was a war of choice, but Afghanistan was a 

war of necessity.  Afghanistan had become an economy of force mission under the Bush 

administration after the Iraq invasion.  Obama came in with the view of turning that 

around because he believed Afghanistan was a war we needed to win.  He believed we 

needed to stay on the offensive against terrorists where they actually lived and 

operated.91”  Obama’s Director of Central Intelligence, Leo Panetta, shared Flournoy’s 

understanding.  “He [Obama] was convinced that the war in Iraq had distracted the 

United States from the genuine threat to our security—that of terrorism generally and Al 

Qaeda specifically.92”  “For the new president, nothing was more symbolic of that 

misdirection than bin Laden himself, who had killed more Americans than any terrorist 

in history, was actively attempting to kill more, and yet was still at large.93”   

Obama’s inclination during the campaign that a more robust effort was 

necessary—and the linkage of that determination to 9/11 lessons—was critical.  His 

disposition left open the possibility of escalating when McChrystal and company made 

                                                      

91 Flournoy, Michèle.  Phone interview with the author, August 22, 2016.  This is precisely the 9/11 lesson 

that I examine throughout this dissertation. 
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93 Panetta, Leon and Jim Newton. Worthy Fights: A Memoir of Leadership in War and Peace. Penguin, 2014: 

290. 



 

 

430 

the case that the war was not going well.94  This was, in fact, an argument Obama 

himself had made during the campaign.95  Thus, Obama faced a no-win situation.   

Moreover, the apparent success of the Iraq surge in reducing violence was a 

model whose replication promised similar success in Afghanistan—at least on the 

surface.  Because it was so recent, and key military and defense leaders advising the 

president about Afghanistan (Gates, Petraeus, and McChrystal) were heavily invested in 

Iraq’s surge, it was a natural archetype.  Yet, while history can be helpful, it can also 

present a trap apart from careful distinctions between situations.  Instead of treating 

Afghanistan as its own conflict, otherwise discerning leaders were captured by their 

experiences.  They believed a surge would provide Afghanistan, like Iraq, time for social 

and political reconciliation that would produce lasting stability. 

Decision to Utilize a Counterinsurgency Strategy 

“If we had learned one lesson from the surge in Iraq, it was that we had to  

give the people a sense of security before anything else could work.96” 

 

“We were trying to capture for the [Afghanistan] project that we want to  

repeat that [Iraq surge] success, and I believe it was a success.97” 

                                                      

94 McChrystal, Stanley.  “COMISAF Initial Assessment (Unclassified),” Washington Post, September 21, 2009, 
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There were plenty of differences between Afghanistan and Iraq.98  From 2009 

onward, Afghan President Hamid Karzai proved a less cooperative partner than had 

Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki during the Iraq surge.  Afghanistan lacked the 

developed state institutions that Iraq had.  In Afghanistan, American efforts were 

starting from a much more rudimentary basis for developing national and provincial 

level leadership.  The Afghan population was more fragmented, less educated, and 

much more rurally based.   

Nor were there the same type of galvanizing events in Afghanistan as occurred 

in Iraq to win the locals’ support away from the insurgency and terrorists.  In Iraq, this 

came in the form of sectarian violence.  The bombing of the sacred Shia Al Askari 

(“Golden Dome”) Mosque in Samarra by Sunni extremists on February 22, 2006 was a 

particularly egregious act, and a turning point in the war.  It led Sunnis to abandon Al 

Qaeda and align themselves with the United States and the Iraqi government.  There 

was no similar event in Afghanistan, however.  So, “the problem with exporting the 
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Joseph Collins, and Nathan White. "Reflections by General David Petraeus, USA (ret.) on the Wars in 
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Sunni Awakening approach to Afghanistan is that there was no analogous group.99”  All 

these differences should have made success via a cut and paste approach difficult.100   

Yet if these important differences were overlooked, Iraq and Afghanistan’s 

similarities seemed significant on the surface.  They included a mix of terrorism and 

insurgency against the coalition and host nation, U.S. aspirations of democracy and 

stability, a lengthy previous effort, and perceptions of high stakes.  They also included 

similar options to go heavy with a counterinsurgency strategy, or do a lighter 

counterterrorism only footprint.  These similarities influenced the options recommended 

to the president.101  For leaders with limited time, facing uncertainty, high stakes, and 

                                                      

99 Caldwell, David, Vortex of Conflict: U.S. Policy Toward Afghanistan, Pakistan and Iraq (Stanford: Stanford 

University Press: 2011), 242. 
100 The differences between Afghanistan and Iraq highlighted in the last two paragraphs draw heavily on:  

Flournoy, Michèle.  Phone interview with the author, August 22, 2016.  See also:  Dandeker, Christopher. 

“What ‘Success’ Means in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya,” in:  Burk, James, ed. How 9/11 changed our ways of 

war. Stanford University Press, 2013: 121.  Dandeker points out that the attempted strategy chosen for 

Afghanistan was “designed to emulate the progress achieved by the surge in Iraq,” though the conditions 

were “much more difficult.” 
101 It should be noted, though, that the military planners’ emphasis was on determining the number of forces 

needed to accomplish the Commander-in-Chief’s aspiration level.  They utilized quantitative and qualitative 

methods, as well as bottom-up and top-down generated approaches, to develop options for President 

Obama.  They were surprised that the various methods all produced similar results.  In the military 

planners’ minds, the president’s desire to ensure a stable, democratic Afghanistan largely drove the 

numbers of “boots on the ground” that would be necessary.  The other driver, according to the ISAF lead 

planner, was McChrystal’s switch, on or about July 8, 2016, to a counterinsurgency strategy.  This 

information comes from an August 18, 2016 phone interview with now Colonel Patrick Howell, who served 

as General McChrystal’s lead military planner for the surge in 2009.  His statements are revealing because 

they confirm that the counterinsurgency strategy came first, was decided on by the military commander 

before his own assessment was complete, and that it was a significant influencer of later policy options.  In a 

society where civilians have primacy over the military, and chart the policy that is to then inform strategy, 

this was backward.  McChrystal did have a presidential mandate to turn things around in Afghanistan.  He 

did not have freedom to unilaterally pursue a new strategy, especially when that strategy might limit the 
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options that all seemed bad and had potential negative tradeoffs,102 the Iraq policy 

afforded a handy heuristic.  Michèle Flournoy indicated that, “The Iraq 

counterinsurgency model was certainly on everyone's mind during the fall 2009 decision 

making about Afghanistan.103”  A similar policy against a similar threat seemed to 

promise a similar positive outcome.104    

The Iraq’s surge success validated in the minds of important principals the Iraq 

War lesson that robust forces using counterinsurgency strategy was the formula for 

success.105  This included Generals McChrystal and Petraeus, and Admiral Mullen.  This 

represented the top three relevant military officers:  the commander on the ground 

                                                      

 

president’s future policy options.  If he did not obtain Obama’s approval to implement a counterinsurgency 

strategy before the July change—as it seems that he did not—he should have.  Had McChrystal not 

implemented counterinsurgency in the summer of 2009, the options presented to the president might have 

entailed greater creativity across the political/diplomatic and military dimensions. 
102 See:  Petraeus, David Howell. The American military and the lessons of Vietnam: a study of military influence 

and the use of force in the post-Vietnam era. Princeton University, 1987: 31-32.  Petraeus explains how traumatic 

personal experiences—and the lessons gleaned from these experiences—influence thinking, especially 

during crisis decision making when information is incomplete, time is limited, and the stakes are high.  He 

also finds that lessons influence organizational cultures.  This can occur when those who were not involved 

with the experience first-hand still personalize the lessons.  Within the military, that can mean that those 

who did not fight in a given war still internalize the lessons the institution learned from it, making them 

their own. 
103 Flournoy, Michèle. Phone interview with the author, August 22, 2016.  For more about availability 

heuristics, see:  Tversky, Amos, and Daniel Kahneman. "Judgment under uncertainty: Heuristics and 

biases." In Utility, probability, and human decision making, pp. 141-162. Springer Netherlands, 1975: 1127-1128. 
104 Caldwell, David, Vortex of Conflict: U.S. Policy Toward Afghanistan, Pakistan and Iraq (Stanford: Stanford 

University Press: 2011), 242.  Woodward, Bob. Obama’s Wars, Simon & Schuster, 2011.  Joseph Collins, Frank 

Hoffman and Nathan White, Interview with Stanley Chrystal, April 2, 2015, 22. 
105 Flournoy, Michèle.  Phone interview with the author, August 22, 2016. 
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(McChrystal), the Central Command Commander (Petraeus), and the Chairman of the 

Joint Chiefs of Staff (Mullen).  Support was strong on the civilian side as well, namely 

with Secretaries Gates and Clinton.  “Clearly, the surge's apparent success in Iraq circa 

2007-2008 influenced some senior military officer's thinking about Afghanistan. ... [I]t 

understandably became the template to adopt.106”  Not everyone, however, was 

convinced.  Vali Nasr explained from where Holbrooke’s skepticism of the surge and 

counterinsurgency strategies originated:  historical lessons.  “Holbrooke was convinced 

that such an effort would fail, and that in trying to avoid that outcome, America would 

deepen its military commitment, doubling down on a failing strategy in what might turn 

into a dangerous repeat of the Vietnam debacle that Holbrooke had witnessed as a 

young Foreign Service officer.107”  Despite a few skeptics, such as Ambassador 

Holbrooke, Lieutenant General Lute,108 and Rahm Emmanuel,109 that expressed their 

                                                      

106 Eikenberry, Karl.  Email to the author, August 23, 2016.  For one rationale as to why the Iraq surge was 

seen as a model, see:  Kaplan, Fred. The insurgents: David Petraeus and the plot to change the American way of 

war, 2014: 268.  Kaplan writes that the Iraq surge was seen as signaling U.S. commitment, thereby improving 

U.S. credibility, even before the reduction in violence. 
107 Nasr, Vali.  The Dispensable Nation, Anchor Books, 2013: 25, 33-34.  
108 Singh, Vikram.  Phone interview with the author, September 10, 2016.  Singh indicated that Holbrooke 

and Lute were skeptical of the long-term ability of the surge to be successful in either Iraq or Afghanistan.  

Of note, Lute had voiced similar concerns about Iraq during the decision making that led to the surge there.  

Lute, Doug.  Southern Methodist University (SMU)’s Center for Presidential History (CPH) interview: May 

28, 2015, accessed July 9, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/131253237. 
109 Woodward, Bob.  Obama’s Wars, 2011: 327.  Woodward indicates that Emmanuel and some of Obama’s 

political advisers were skeptics of the decision to surge in Afghanistan.  The main reason given was its 

financial price tag at a time when the budget was already tight. 
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views in private, “all the heavy hitters in the war cabinet were in favor of one course of 

action:110” escalation and counterinsurgency. 

The principals favored the surge and counterinsurgency approach in 

Afghanistan because they credited the Iraq surge with reducing violence between 2007 

and 2009.  The weekly attacks had gone from nearly 1,800 in June 2007 to less than 400 in 

July 2008, and civilian deaths per month had plummeted from almost 4,000 in 

November 2006 to 500 in July 2008.111  This success was still fresh in leaders’ minds, and 

many of them were the same individuals who had been most responsible for the Iraq 

surge.112  As a result, counterinsurgency advocates, nicknamed as “COINistas,” had 

gained inroads with think tanks, journalists, military officers, and civilian officials, 

leading many to believe it was the ideal option in the United States’ low intensity 

wars—like Afghanistan.113  It is not surprising, then, that those who were so invested in 

                                                      

110 Lute, Doug.  Phone interview with the author, August 19, 2016.  Also: Flournoy, Michèle.  Phone 

interview, August 22, 2016.  Stavridis, James.  Phone interview with the author, September 1, 2016.  

Woodward, Bob. Obama’s Wars, 2011. 
111 See: “Weekly Attacks in Iraq, January 2004-May 2010” and “Civilian Deaths, January 2006-May 2010” 

charts in:  Gordon, Michael R., and Bernard E. Trainor. The endgame, 2012: xv-xvi.  Both graphs show that 

violence began to fall precipitously in the summer of 2007. 
112 Even Leon Panetta, though not involved in the Iraq Surge decision of 2007, reflected that, “I was 

determined not to repeat [in Afghanistan] what I regarded as the essential mistake of the transition in Iraq—

an abrupt departure that left the United States without any presence to continue exercising influence.”  

Panetta, Leon, and Jim Newton, Worthy Fights: A Memoir of Leadership in War and Peace (New York, Penguin 

Press, 2014), 415. 
113 Hastings, Michael, “The Runaway General,” Rolling Stone, June 22, 2010, accessed on January 3, 2016 at:  

http://www.rollingstone.com/politics/news/the-runaway-general-20100622?page=2 

http://www.rollingstone.com/politics/news/the-runaway-general-20100622?page=2
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implementing the Iraq surge would look at a similar problem a couple years later and 

propose an analogous solution. 

The Iraq War model not only influenced Obama’s key national security advisers, 

but made the president contemplate the possibilities of a similar approach in 

Afghanistan.  As Flournoy said, “The fact that the Iraq War surge and Sunni Awakening 

seemed to be stabilizing things in Iraq and turning the security situation around made 

Obama open to the notion that a surge in Afghanistan might be what was needed.114”  

As the respected counterterrorism journalist Peter Bergen recalled, “Obama said, ‘I’m 

not saying it’d be the exact same plan as Iraq, but I am looking for something that is a 

surge to create the conditions for a transition.115’”  As in Iraq, the military goal involved 

creating time and space for political and social reconciliation to occur. 

What most did not realize was how much different other dynamics between the 

two countries were.  There was no equivalent to the Sunni Awakening, nor a Maliki-like 

leader to provide at least occasional nationalist leadership.  There was different 

topography, which led to terrorist safe havens in the mountains and across the border 

that was even more problematic than that faced in the Iraq War.  More than in Iraq, 

there was a history and culture of tribal, decentralized governance and of stiff 

                                                      

114 Flournoy, Michèle.  Phone interview with the author, August 22, 2016. 
115 Bergen, Peter. “The General’s Victory,” The New Republic, December 16, 2010, accessed September 6, 2016, 

at: https://newrepublic.com/article/80045/the-generals-victory-obamas-wars-woodward.  
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opposition to foreign invaders.  There was a robust system of shadow governance 

enforced by the Taliban, both within Afghanistan, and by senior leaders across the 

Pakistan border in Quetta.  They considered themselves the Afghan government in exile, 

and were awaiting the opportune moment to resume the mantle of leadership.116  This 

exceeded similar efforts in Iraq.  Policy makers understood these matters individually 

and in the abstract.  What they did not understand is how significant these factors were 

in the aggregate.  They did not grasp that policies deemed successful in Iraq would not 

translate, even with slight modification, into success in Afghanistan. 

Although Obama had internal tension about a surge, it was not necessarily 

because he recognized these differences between Iraq and Afghanistan.  Instead, he had 

an aversion to robust military operations which lacked international consensus, did not 

address a definitive threat to the United States, or lacked clear prospects for success.117  

In a fall 2002 speech against the Iraq War (before it began and before he was even a 

Senator), Obama had communicated this viewpoint.  He had expressed his opposition to 

a war in Iraq because it would “require a U.S. occupation of undetermined length, at 

undetermined cost, with undetermined consequences.  Moreover, a war “without strong 

                                                      

116 The author’s team from West Point’s Combating Terrorism Center (CTC) learned of these challenges and 

differences from Iraq from analysts across the intelligence and defense communities while traveling around 

Afghanistan in 2009 and 2011.  Some of the assessments came from these analysts; same originated with the 

CTC team. 
117 Goldberg, Jeffrey, “The Obama Doctrine,” The Atlantic Monthly, April 2016, accessed on August 21, 2016, 

available at http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2016/04/the-obama-doctrine/471525/. 
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international support” would create regional problems and “strengthen the recruitment 

arm of Al Qaeda.118”  Obama brought that perspective with him to the White House and 

the Afghanistan policy review in the fall of 2009.  For the Vice President, who was 

widely regarded as a foreign policy expert, a similar perspective came from the Vietnam 

War era lesson that without real caution and limits in place, presidents can find 

themselves trapped in a cycle of incremental escalations, each promising victory.119 

Decision to Limit the Surge to Eighteen Months 

“President Obama was determined not to get bogged down  

in a forever war—an open-ended commitment.120" 

 

“‘I don’t want to make an open-ended commitment.121’” 

 

“This is Vietnam all over again.122” 

Obama went to Afghanistan with two other senators while on the campaign trail.  

They discussed the Vietnam War and the parallels with the war in Afghanistan on the 

flight.  For all their differences, the U.S. military interventions in Afghanistan and 

                                                      

118 Obama, Barack.  The Audacity of Hope: Thoughts on reclaiming the American Dream.  Canongate Books, 

2007: 295. 
119 Woodward, Bob. Obama's wars. Simon and Schuster, 2011: 324.  Woodward, Bob interview in:  Koppel, 

Ted and Neal Conan. “Clashes with Pentagon Shaped ‘Obama’s Wars,’” NPR, December 13, 2010, accessed 
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Vietnam shared several important similarities as one journalist pointed out early in 

Obama’s presidency.    

All American interventions after Vietnam have been potential "quagmires."  … 

[T]he war in Afghanistan is shaping up in all-too-familiar ways.  The parallels 

are disturbing: the president, eager to show his toughness, vows to do what it 

takes to "win."  The nation that we are supposedly rescuing is no nation at all but 

rather a deeply divided, semi-failed state with an incompetent, corrupt 

government held to be illegitimate by a large portion of its population.  The 

enemy is well accustomed to resisting foreign invaders and can escape into 

convenient refuges across the border.  There are constraints on America striking 

those sanctuaries.  Meanwhile, neighboring countries may see a chance to bog 

America down in a costly war.  Last, there is no easy way out.123 

 

Obama was concerned about possible Vietnam parallels while reading Gordon 

Goldstein’s Lessons in Disaster: McGeorge Bundy and the Path to War in Vietnam.  The 

parallels prompted him to address Vietnam War analogies repeatedly during the fall 

2009 war policy review, starting with the first NSC meeting.  Unlike his understanding 

of what happened during the Vietnam War when President Lyndon Johnson repeatedly 

escalated, Obama wanted to apply a thorough process to decision making.  He wanted 

                                                      

123 The quotation and the several preceding sentences come from: Barry, John. “Could Afghanistan be 

Obama’s Vietnam?,” January 30, 2009, Newsweek, accessed August 21, 2016, at: 

http://www.newsweek.com/could-afghanistan-be-obamas-vietnam-77749.  Others also discuss the wars’ 

similarities.  See:  Goldstein, Gordon. “Book Discussion: Lessons in Disaster,” October 6, 2009, C-SPAN, 
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assumptions questioned.  He wanted to determine which analogies were germane and 

which were not.124  At one point, Obama emphasized that Afghanistan is not another 

Vietnam, but the administration was unable to dismiss the quagmire comparison.125  

Obama could have ignored the parallels that Congress and the press were making, but 

instead felt compelled to address them because he did not want Afghanistan to become 

his Vietnam.126  

Marvin Kalb thought this was because Obama was haunted by the Vietnam 

War’s length and outcome, and wanted to avoid similar outcomes in Afghanistan, 

despite it being the better of the two wars he inherited.127  Flournoy added that Obama, 

in an effort to avoid a similar quagmire, read a lot about the Vietnam War.128  Obama’s 

Director of Central Intelligence and later Secretary of Defense, Leon Panetta, confirmed 

that similar to the war in Vietnam, “the war in Afghanistan, [although] launched to 

roust Al Qaeda, had by 2009 become mired in debates over nation building, [and] the 

                                                      

124 The several preceding sentences draw on: Alter, Jonathan.  The Promise, Simon & Schuster, 2010. 
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reliability of Karzai.129”  This was similar to how America had faced challenges with the 

competence, trustworthiness, and indigenous support for its partner in South Vietnam, 

as well as debates about how much effort the country should apply there.  Obama 

recognized that these debates about Afghanistan, unchecked, could lead to a seemingly 

endless war—an outcome reminiscent of the Vietnam War.  He was not going to let that 

happen.  The surge’s time limit would force the military, diplomatic, and Afghanistan 

government efforts to achieve results by the summer of 2011 before the president pulled 

the plug.  So, Obama had multiple audiences in mind when determining to limit the 

surge’s length.  Both for the international audience (Karzai) and his domestic audience 

(the Democratic Party and American citizens more broadly), he wanted to signal that 

American commitment was not going to be indefinite. 

Vice President Biden reinforced this thinking.  He warned President Obama that 

he had to take firm, definitive steps with the national security team—Cabinet members 

and senior military leaders—to ensure Afghanistan did not turn into Obama’s 

“Vietnam.”  At a critical NSC meeting in late November 2009, Obama was to tell his 

team what he had decided.  This was a few days before announcing it to the public.  At 

the meeting, Obama was going to give his leaders a five-page terms sheet.  The 

                                                      

129 Panetta, Leon and Jim Newton. Worthy Fights: A Memoir of Leadership in War and Peace. Penguin, 2014: 
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memorandum had the number of troops the escalation would entail, the mission and 

their military objectives, how long the surge would last, and what it would cost 

financially.130   

Before that Sunday, November 29 meeting, Biden offered unsolicited advice to 

the young president, drawing on a key lesson from the Vietnam War.  “‘If you give the 

military everything they want, the 40,000 [additional troops] and kind of unlimited 

counterinsurgency - fully resourced counterinsurgency, you're going to … go down the 

escalation trail.131’”  Biden continued, referencing the terms sheet for the principals that 

outlined the new strategy.  “‘This is an order.’  If he [Obama] didn’t stick to [i.e. enforce] 

those orders, there was no exit.  Without them—and this was his main argument—

‘We’re locked into Vietnam.132’”  Moreover, the war policy change would require 

reevaluation down the road.  Biden told the president, “It [the surge] might not work, 

and by next December it might be clear.  ‘You may get to the point where you’ve got to 

make a really tough [expletive] … decision.133’”  Obama replied, “‘I’m not signing on to a 

failure.’ … ‘If what I proposed is not working, I’m not going to be like these other 

                                                      

130 This paragraph draws from:  Woodward, Bob. Obama's wars. Simon and Schuster, 2011: 324, Appendix 

(Kindle location 6438-6523). 
131 Woodward, Bob interview in:  Koppel, Ted and Neal Conan. “Clashes with Pentagon Shaped ‘Obama’s 

Wars,’” NPR, December 13, 2010, accessed Sept. 6, 2016, at: 
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132 Woodward, Bob.  Obama’s Wars, New York:  Simon & Schuster, 2011: 324.  
133 Woodward, Bob.  Obama’s Wars, New York:  Simon & Schuster, 2011: 324-328. 
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presidents and stick to it based upon my ego or my politics—my political security.134’”  

“‘I'm not doing Vietnam.135’”  This exchange demonstrated the clear impact of the 

Vietnam War lesson to avoid a lengthy quagmire.  This lesson and the five-page 

memorandum are what Obama used to get everyone’s agreement that it would not be a 

forever war.136     

Lessons Summary 

“If one ghost hovering over the discussion of Afghanistan was that of Vietnam,  

where an earlier Democratic president had come to grief by escalating a war  

in Asia, another ghost was that of the ‘surge’ in Iraq.137” 

Key lessons from the Vietnam and Iraq Wars, and from the attacks suffered on 

9/11, influenced decision making regarding how to handle the stalemate in Afghanistan.  

President Obama believed strongly in reprioritizing military operations in Afghanistan 

because it was the “good war” and based on the 9/11 lesson that America must hunt 

terrorists proactively to avoid another major attack on the homeland.  He was skeptical of 

the Iraq War lesson that fully resourced counterinsurgency was necessary for success, but 
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he also did not want to contradict the advice of his primary national security advisors.138  

The predominant lesson verbalized during private deliberations was the Vietnam War 

lesson of avoiding a quagmire.139  This was because the 9/11 and Iraq War lessons had 

already changed his and his advisers’ underlying decision calculus.  These lessons were 

indicators to them of a new threat environment that required a robust approach.140  The 

9/11 lesson was also the principal rationale for the president’s differentiation between the 

“bad war” and the “good war,” and led to his second decision in his first year to escalate 

in Afghanistan.141 

Yet Obama also wanted to limit the length of U.S. involvement and broaden the 

risk exposure.  This is why the Vietnam War lesson of limiting involvement to avoid a 

quagmire received the most public attention and why Obama addressed the Vietnam War 

analogy during his December 1 speech announcing the war policy change.  The president 

acted on this Vietnam War lesson by limiting the length of America’s continued 

involvement through the eighteen-month timetable.  He also mitigated the risk of losing 

U.S. prestige abroad through a burden sharing appeal to NATO and other troop-

                                                      

138 Lute, Douglas.  Phone interview with the author, August 19, 2016.  Eikenberry, Karl.  Email exchange 
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contributing countries to comprise the final quarter of the additional forces.142   

None of this is to suggest a normative claim on if, how, or which lessons Obama 

and his team should have utilized.  Rather, the goal has been to first offer evidence that 

lessons were “very much on the minds of the central decision makers” and that they 

were “used at important junctures in the policy process.143”  The second goal has been to 

provide empirically based analysis of which lessons mattered most, and to show that 

those lessons were “consistent with the option chosen.144”  Together these measures 

constitute Yuen Foong Khong’s two-pronged test for arguing that historical lessons 

influenced Obama’s decision.  Another aim of this section has been to provide a partial 

explanation of ‘why’ these lessons were important.  The ‘why’ so far has been because 

leaders saw them as useful examples from the past that they believed offered potentially 

helpful policy prescriptions to the contemporary problem, given the conditions in 

Afghanistan and the broader international context.  The next subsection on anticipated 

regret continues with a detailed discussion of the ‘why:’  the perceived implications of 

available options suggested that escalation would result in less remorse.   

                                                      

142 Stavridis, James discussed the scope, intentions, and effort required to obtain this buy-in from 
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Anticipated Regret 

“To abandon this area now—and to rely only on efforts against al Qaeda from a 

distance—would significantly hamper our ability to keep the pressure on al Qaeda,  

and create an unacceptable risk of additional attacks on our homeland and our allies.145” 

As his speech announcing the surge indicates, Obama was more concerned about 

the potential outcomes associated with deescalation than those of escalation.  Since he 

was not excited about any of the options, however, it became important to minimize the 

potential fallout of a war policy shift gone awry.146  As Obama saw it, if he deescalated, 

the risk of suffering new attacks would increase as American military pressure against 

Al Qaeda lessened.  If escalation was ineffective, the war effort could become a 

quagmire, but the chances that the American people would be safe were greater than by 

pursuing the status quo or deescalating.147  This led to Obama’s escalation.  Nonetheless, 

the strength of Obama’s fear about creating his own Vietnam-like quagmire also led to 

the surge’s time limit.   

The thought of boundless escalation, without predetermined and achievable 

goals, increased administration fears of Afghanistan becoming a Vietnam-like quagmire, 

                                                      

145 Obama, Barack.  “Way Forward in Afghanistan and Pakistan,” (Speech, West Point, NY), December 1, 

2009.   
146 See:  Nagl, John A, Knife Fights: A Memoir of Modern War in Theory and Practice, Penguin Books, 2014: 

217.  Woodward, Bob. Obama’s Wars, New York:  Simon & Schuster, 2011. 
147 Obama, Barack.  “Way Forward in Afghanistan and Pakistan,” (Speech, West Point, NY), December 1, 

2009.   
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lacking popular support and an exit strategy.148  After all, the stalemate President Obama 

faced in Afghanistan was seen as having many parallels with those confronting previous 

presidents during the Vietnam War.  Dr. Gordon Goldstein explained some of these.  

"Afghanistan and Vietnam are small powers that have been historically extraordinarily 

resistant to the efforts of large powers to impose order."   Both had "corrupt and 

ineffectual regimes."  Both have "contiguous border countries, through which support 

and sanctuary for an insurgency flows and fortifies that insurgency."  "But most 

importantly, the parallel, really, that drives Afghanistan and Vietnam is in the realm of 

military strategy.  In Vietnam [for the last few years of the war under General Creighton 

Abrams], it was a strategy of “counterinsurgency and clear and hold.”  In Afghanistan, 

General McChrystal had called for a strategy of “clear, hold and build.149”  Presented as 

                                                      

148 See: Byman, Daniel, and Steven Simon. "Trump's Surge in Afghanistan: Why We Can’t Seem to End the 

War." Foreign Affairs, September 18, 2017, accessed January 18, 2019, at: 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/afghanistan/2017-09-18/trumps-surge-afghanistan?cid=int-

rec&pgtype=art. 
149 These similarities come from:  Goldstein, Gordon. “Book Discussion: Lessons in Disaster,” October 6, 

2009, C-SPAN, accessed April 6, 2016, at: http://www.c-span.org/video/?289314-4/book-discussion-lessons-

disaster, (starting at 19 min in).  The similarities Goldstein saw between the American military experiences 

in Afghanistan and Vietnam paralleled those drawn by Special Envoy to Afghanistan and Pakistan, 

Ambassador Richard Holbrooke.  Derek Chollet and Samantha Power. The Unquiet American: Richard 

Holbrooke in the World. New York: Public Affairs, 2011: 95.  Chollet and Power wrote that Holbrooke “had 

privately explained to a handful of people he was close to that the three common dynamics shared by the 

conflicts in Vietnam and Afghanistan that troubled him the most were the existence of an indefensible 

border harboring enemy sanctuaries; American reliance on a corrupt partner government; and, most 

critically, the embrace of counterinsurgency doctrine, which he had learned through painful experience was 

an exceedingly difficult military and civilian strategy to execute.” 
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such, the similarities appeared stark, raising fears that the two wars might also share a 

similar, ignominious outcome.150   

One way to address the president’s concerns, other than denying the similarities 

with the Vietnam War,151 was to limit his aims in Afghanistan.  Another approach was to 

limit the time commitment.  Obama prioritized the latter strategy rather than the former.  

The administration and the military did attempt to limit goals by saying all they sought 

was an “Afghan good enough.”  They also shied away from referring to the policy as a 

fully resourced counterinsurgency.  Yet the lines of effort sought considerable progress 

not only with security, but also in the political, development, and diplomatic realms—

only the latter of which was narrowly scoped.  Where Obama had greater success was in 

limiting the length of an expanded military footprint.  Understanding the dangers of an 

open-ended conflict that lacked an exit strategy, the Obama administration developed a 

hybrid solution to balance his concerns about the effort becoming a quagmire.  This 

hybrid included a surge, followed by a phased deescalation that would start eighteen 

                                                      

150 Byman, Daniel, and Steven Simon. "Trump's Surge in Afghanistan: Why We Can’t Seem to End the War." 

Foreign Affairs, September 18, 2017, accessed January 18, 2019, at: 
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months after it began.  In doing so, Obama attempted to both refocus on the “good war,” 

and alleviate concerns of another open-ended commitment.   

The following passage illustrates Obama’s challenge in learning from U.S. 

failures in the Vietnam War and applying the corresponding lessons in Afghanistan 

decision making. 

During Obama’s first term, Democrats were still tainted with weakness by the 

long shadow of Vietnam.  Determined to escape those ghosts and make the 

Democrats seem strong on national security, President Obama judged 

counterinsurgency to be the least bad option available during two separate 

rounds of White House deliberations over Afghanistan strategy in his first year.  

He nearly tripled U.S. forces committed to the war but simultaneously imposed a 

definite deadline of summer 2011 as the endpoint of the Afghan surge.152 

 

Thus, President Obama’s “reading of the Vietnam War had a powerful effect on 

the … ‘surge’ and subsequent drawdown of U.S. forces in Afghanistan.153”  Thus, the 

Vietnam War’s “avoid a quagmire” lesson influenced Obama’s decision to withdraw 

surge troops after eighteen months. 

Like his decision to limit the surge’s duration, anticipation of regret fueled by 

historical lessons led to the president’s escalation in the first place.  This is where the 

lessons of 9/11 and the Iraq War years—that a military war footing and utilizing 

counterinsurgency was necessary for success against the enemy—were paramount.  
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After the 9/11 attacks, it would be difficult for presidents to fully withdraw from 

military conflicts against terrorists abroad.  While the sunk costs piled up and 

presidential foreign policy approval steadily declined, new terrorist developments were 

still enough to justify military action.  And from Obama’s perspective, unlike other post-

Vietnam conflicts, the war in Afghanistan posed a serious threat to American civilians 

and national security.154   

What is interesting about the president’s decision is that it was a deviation both 

from his reputation as a candidate, and from what later became his modus operandi on 

questions of force.  Obama consistently sought ways to solve foreign policy problems 

other than with robust military engagement.  He was not afraid to use force, but 

preferred diplomatic, economic, and selective military strikes supported by allies over 

large, conventional, unilateral wars.  This approach was seen in his approach to Iran, 

North Korea, Libya, and counterterrorism efforts writ large.  On the other hand, Obama 

felt that George W. Bush and Lyndon Johnson, among others, had been too quick to 

reach for robust military answers to intractable foreign policy problems.155  Throughout 

his two terms, Obama remained unconvinced that major escalations of military power 

                                                      

154 Obama, Barack.  “Speech on Iraq,” March 19, 2008.  Council on Foreign Relations, available at: 
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155 Woodward, Bob. Obama’s Wars, New York:  Simon & Schuster, 2011:  324-328. 

http://www.cfr.org/elections/obamas-speech-iraq-march-2008/p15761
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/07/15/us/politics/15text-obama.html


 

 

451 

held much efficacy in many instances.156  Obama was careful, therefore, not to repeat the 

mistakes he perceived his predecessors had made.  The president’s escalation in 

Afghanistan was a notable aberration from this “Obama Doctrine,” later described by 

Jeffrey Goldberg in The Atlantic Monthly.157  That it was a departure from his modus 

operandi highlights that Obama’s fear of suffering another major terrorist attack after a 

deescalation was a powerful motivator for escalation.158  That anticipated regret was 

significant enough to overcome his usually strong desire to minimize U.S. military 

engagement.   

Theoretical Consistency – Hypothesis 2 

Hypothesis 2:  In “sunk cost traps” after 9/11, new “lessons” taught that failing to 

proactively combat international terrorism through counterinsurgency could result in 

another major attack on America, influencing presidents’ decisions for escalation to 

avoid the regret that would cause.159 

Although the preponderance of memorandum is still classified, there is already 

evidence that historical lessons from previous conflicts and attacks were influential.  As 

                                                      

156 Lute, Doug.  Phone interview with the author, August 19, 2016.  Eikenberry, Karl.  Email to the author, 
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shown in the previous section, the lessons Obama drew from Vietnam and the post-9/11 

environment were both important, resulting in a hybrid strategy.  The new war policy 

was mainly one of vertical military escalation (9/11 lesson), that embraced 

counterinsurgency (Iraq War lesson)—albeit a limited counterinsurgency strategy, but 

that also set a time limit for the surge (based on a Vietnam War lesson).  In Hypothesis 2, 

I did not account for the extent to which the “shadow” of Vietnam and this last “lesson” 

were still influential during post-9/11 “sunk cost traps.”  Instead, I had focused on the 

impact of 9/11 and Iraq War lessons.  Yet, Obama’s Deputy National Security Advisor 

later said that it was “intentional not to repeat iterative actions without challenging 

assumptions.160”  This was a Vietnam era lesson learned and deliberately implemented 

by the Obama administration.  So, consistent with Hypothesis 2, lessons from 9/11 and 

the Iraq War shaped Obama’s fundamental decision for escalation and 

counterinsurgency.  Inconsistent with Hypothesis 2, Vietnam’s lessons were more 

explicit in verbal discussions during the decision making and led to the eighteen-month 

time limit for the surge.161   
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(4) What are the alternative explanations? 

There are four main alternative explanations to my hypothesis.  In addition to 

discussing the usual three alternatives—bureaucratic, domestic, and international 

politics—I add the fourth possibility of a cost-benefit analysis.  After briefly discussing 

the strengths of such theories as applied to this case study, I point out their 

shortcomings and the ways in which my hypothesis is a better explanation.  However, I 

also point out the ways that these alternatives help explain the nuances of Obama’s 

decision making.  His decision involved more than a response to historical lessons.  The 

alternatives help explain some facets of the complicated nature of the decision. 

Bureaucratic politics is one plausible alternative explanation.162  That is, President 

Obama’s decision was a compromise between advice to escalate, to employ 

counterinsurgency strategy, and to avoid an escalation trap.163  The convergence of 

support from Secretaries Clinton and Gates, Admiral Mullen, and Generals Petraeus and 

McChrystal was paramount.  President Obama adopted the policy he did, in part, because 

of their recommendations for an escalation and counterinsurgency strategy.  Obama did 
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not want to overrule much of his national security team so early in his presidency.  

However, he also did not want to give the military a blank check by approving, carte 

blanche, its third request for additional forces within nine months of having assumed 

office.164  So, he also adopted Biden’s recommendation to avoid an escalation trap.  

The explanation offered by bureaucratic politics is strong and provides additional 

context.  The Cabinet’s support of the surge was very important.  Bureaucratic politics 

indicates that the particular advisors which supported the escalation and 

counterinsurgency strategy mattered.  That the two heaviest hitters, the Secretaries of State 

and Defense, along with the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs and the Central Command 

Commander, were all in favor of an escalation and counterinsurgency was influential with 

a young Commander-in-Chief who lacked foreign policy experience.165  That adds to the 

storyline of how lessons expressed through these advisors, in addition to how they 

impacted him directly, shaped Obama’s decision making.   

Yet, as demonstrated throughout this chapter, key advisors’ support was based on 

lessons from 9/11 and the Iraq surge, as well as fear of what would happen if they did not 

follow those lessons.166  Pakistani instability, the return of the Taliban and restored 
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sanctuary for Al Qaeda, mission failure, and adversaries capitalizing on a botched U.S. 

effort in Afghanistan were among the negative consequences they anticipated if America 

did not double down on its war policy.167  These outcomes were too disastrous to 

recommend anything but an Iraq-style surge and strategy change.  This policy had 

reduced violence in Iraq, and might do likewise in Afghanistan.168  Even initial skeptics of 

an Afghanistan surge, like Gates, came to believe that more soldiers, a tested 

counterinsurgency strategy, and a unified civil-military effort led by the Departments of 

Defense and State, were necessary and could make a difference—just as they had up to 

that point in Iraq.169 

The rationale, then, upon which advisors based their recommendations, involved 

historical “lessons” and the accompanying anticipation of regret of what could go wrong 
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if they did not apply those lessons.  These are precisely the factors that are my 

explanatory variables.  Bureaucratic politics, then, is best understood as an intervening 

variable layered over the top of the drivers really influencing decision-making.  Lessons 

from past events were the underlying factor shaping Obama’s Afghanistan decision.   

Domestic politics provides another alternative explanation often employed to 

understand presidential war policy decisions.  This may have accounted for the surge’s 

time limit, if not the number of forces sent, and the strategy employed.  Even General 

Petraeus, who replaced General McChrystal as the ISAF commander in 2010, later 

implied that it was hard to understand the time-based duration of the surge instead of a 

conditions-based one apart from domestic politics.  

It is hard to explain what drove the decision by the President to withdraw all of 

the 30,000 surge forces that were deployed by the end of 2010 to Afghanistan 

before the end of the second fighting season (thereby requiring completion of the 

redeployment by the early fall of 2012).  This was, as I had to acknowledge at my 

confirmation hearing for D/CIA [Director, Central Intelligence Agency], faster 

than the military recommended and yet was only a few months’ difference, had 

we kept the forces in place and completed the drawdown after the end of the 

fighting season.  Those months were important, as they would have allowed us 

to get through the second fighting season [with the surge troops,] … and that 

was quite significant.  The episode reinforced my belief that force drawdowns 

should be conditions-based to the greatest extent possible.170  
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It is likely that domestic politics was a component of the president’s decision 

making.  In addition to the military’s own timeline and the Vietnam lesson to avoid a 

forever war, Obama capped the surge’s duration at eighteen months to ensure its 

completion prior to the 2012 presidential campaign.171  Obama’s rationale would likely 

have been to ensure that the surge, if not the entire war, would be complete by his 

reelection bid.  This could enable him to demonstrate a first term foreign policy success 

and focus his campaign on a domestic agenda which his Democratic Party colleagues 

had been pressing him to do.172   

Domestic politics, thus, offers a partial fit in this case, but does not explain the 

primary component of the decision: the surge of troops and a counterinsurgency 

strategy.  Leading up to Obama’s decision, public opinion was against escalating or even 

continuing the war effort.  An ABC News/Washington Post poll showed that in late July 
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to early August 2009, popular support for the war crossed over from a majority 

supporting to a majority opposing the war as “worth fighting.”  Leading up to the final 

couple of weeks of deliberations, 52% answered “no” and 44% “yes” to whether they 

supported continuing the war.173  The indicators were that the country, after eight years 

of war, was war weary and wanted to bring U.S. troops home—despite the fact that 

Afghanistan was the country that had harbored the senior Al Qaeda leaders responsible 

for conceiving the 9/11 attacks.   

International politics offers a third alternative explanation.  This variable can 

explain major war policy changes based on pressure from other governments to change 

strategy or escalate, to reconsider the legitimacy of U.S. actions, or to prioritize other 

issues.  As applied to this case and based on Obama’s decision, the argument would 

have to be in line with the first or second of these reasons for international pressure.  

International politics is not the best fit in this case, however.  The policy review was a 

uniquely U.S. driven process.  It is true that the decision’s implementation was a bit less 

U.S. centric, as other countries contributed 10,000 troops to supplement the additional 
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30,000 American forces.174  Rather than U.S. allies convincing American leaders that an 

escalation and counterinsurgency strategy were necessary for a specified period of time, 

though, U.S. policy makers cajoled partners into supporting this approach with their 

own contributions.175  So, as an explanation for what caused Obama to make the policy 

change he did, the international politics explanation comes up short. 

Domestic and international politics’ alternatives warrant further examination 

through comparison of Obama’s decision to an earlier presidential decision against 

force.  Obama’s decision had elements similar to President Eisenhower’s principal 

reason for staying out of Vietnam in 1954.  Eisenhower cited the potential effect of 

intervention on the American people (domestic politics).  He also referred to the fact that 

he could not get the UK to participate (international politics).176  In this case, Obama 

decided on a new war policy mid-course, after troops were already committed to the 

fight, whereas Eisenhower’s decision was not to intervene militarily in the first place.  

Despite this key difference, similar to Eisenhower, the expected backlash from his own 
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party (domestic party politics) contributed to Obama’s decision not to double down 

further.  Likewise, the reluctance of other countries to contribute additional forces was 

an international politics factor that rendered it infeasible to ask them to bear a greater 

portion of the escalation burden.177   

Domestic and international politics thus offer helpful insights as to other 

motivations that go beyond lessons, but are still related to Obama’s concern about the 

consequences of his decision at home and abroad.  Domestic politics provides insights 

that contribute a plausible alternative explanation for why Obama limited the surge’s 

duration.  Given the aforementioned polling numbers, domestic politics seems less 

plausible as an explanation for the surge and strategy itself.  Although a different type of 

decision, using the Eisenhower parallel shows that international politics can fit as a 

complimentary explanation regarding why Obama’s escalation was not larger or longer 

than it was.  Expecting anything greater than 10,000 more international troops was not 

realistic.  Nor could America assume indefinite support from those countries who did 
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send additional forces.178  Like with domestic politics, international politics fits less well 

with why Obama chose escalation and a counterinsurgency strategy in the first place.  

Lessons and anticipated regret provide a more comprehensive rationale for Obama’s 

decision making because they explain all the major elements of the war policy shift:  the 

surge, the new counterinsurgency strategy, and the time limit placed on the surge.   

A cost-benefit analysis is a fourth potential explanation for Obama’s decision.  

According to this line of reasoning, the president weighed the expected benefits of 

deescalation, the status quo, escalation, and other options.  In doing so, this explanation 

argues that he found that escalation with a timetable presented the greatest return on 

investment.  After considering diplomatic, political, military, national prestige, and 

economic costs and benefits, the president decided upon the option that provided the 

largest positive delta between benefits and costs.  Without doing a quantifiable cost-

benefit analysis, which is beyond the scope of this chapter, it is plausible that the 

available evidence would support this reasoning.179   

What this explanation fails to mention is that lessons from previous traumatic 

events alters the calculation of how large and how likely the potential costs and benefits 
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are associated with each of the feasible options.  New lessons lead to new political and 

military environments.  This then affects policy makers’ perceptions of which arguments 

are most convincing.  In this case, Obama’s escalation is a potentially powerful indicator 

that he recognized and was influenced by new lessons.180  Obama’s rhetoric, presented 

thus far throughout this chapter and more in the next section, supports that assertion.  

The embrace of these new lessons by the president and key members of his 

administration,181 combined with Obama’s desire to avoid his own “Vietnam,182” (an old 

lesson), lead to the adoption of the new war policy.  The Obama team recognized a new 

environment, and a continued relevance of the older lessons.  These changed the 

decision calculus of which options’ expected ramifications generated the greatest 

anticipation of regret.   

In this way, while a cost-benefit analysis offers a persuasive answer, the theory 

offered throughout this dissertation goes further in explaining Obama’s response in 

Afghanistan.  It helps explain why Obama and his administration perceived the chosen 
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course as holding the potential, if not the promise, of a greater risk-reward calculus.  It 

helps explain what Obama thought would happen if he rejected the advice of his 

military leaders and that of his principal civilian national security advisors on one of his 

campaign issues: the “good war.”  It also explains why he limited the surge:  to prevent 

Afghanistan from becoming a Vietnam-like quagmire.  He thought the implications of 

an unbounded escalation would be bad, so he limited its duration.   

In the absence of the 9/11 lesson that terrorist safe havens in Afghanistan led to 

an attack on the homeland, an escalation would have been less convincing to the 

president’s advisors, and to Obama himself.  In the absence of the Vietnam War lesson 

that escalations can lead to quagmires, Obama would not have limited the surge’s 

length.  So, while Obama weighed the costs and the benefits of various options as all 

presidents do, lessons from the past shaped how he perceived the advantages and 

disadvantages associated with them.  The implications of what he most feared were 

ultimately persuasive in the decision he reached to escalate, use a counterinsurgency 

strategy, and bound the surge’s duration.183    
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(5) Did internal administration arguments differ from the public 
justifications? 

“These wars [including the one in Afghanistan] have likely led policy makers to describe 

ongoing operations as Counter Terrorism efforts rather than as counterinsurgency 

campaigns, even though the latter more accurately captures the comprehensive nature 

of what is required to defeat [the terrorist organizations we face].184” 

The public justifications for the new war policy demonstrated a mixture of 

consistency and inconsistency with the private logic for the decision’s three elements: to 

escalate, to utilize a counterinsurgency strategy, and to limit the surge to eighteen 

months.  The private rationale for these three aspects of the decision—as shown under 

Question 3—stemmed largely from lessons learned from 9/11, the Iraq War, and the 

Vietnam War, respectively.  The public justification for the decision to escalate was the 

threat related to the 9/11 attacks, consistent with the private rationale.185   

The public justification for the decision’s second component was inconsistent 

with the private rationale.  The Iraq War model of success influenced Obama’s advisers, 

and was what opened the president himself to the idea of an Afghanistan surge.186  

Publicly, however, the president sold it in a way consistent with his campaign promises 
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to refocus military action away from Iraq and against Al Qaeda and in Afghanistan.187  

So, as this section’s topline quotation from General Petraeus indicates, Obama did not 

fully embrace counterinsurgency.188  This was because it could have signaled a greater 

nation building effort abroad, which he was keen to avoid, in favor of nation building at 

home.189   

Third, Obama also attempted to distance his war policy from that pursued by 

Lyndon Johnson in Vietnam.  The public justification for limiting the surge to eighteen 

months was that the Afghans would be ready to begin accepting responsibility for their 

own security at that point.190  The time limit was likely made with Afghan President 

Hamid Karzai in mind, wanting to signal that American commitment was not going to 

be indefinite.  Afghans would have to assume the leadership of their own security and 

determine their own fate in the not too distant future.  Like with the counterinsurgency 

element of the war policy shift, this also differed—in part—from the underlying private 

                                                      

187 Obama, Barack.  “Way Forward in Afghanistan and Pakistan,” (Speech, West Point, NY), December 1, 

2009, accessed October 13, 2017, at:  https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/blog/2009/12/01/new-way-

forward-presidents-address. 
188 Also: Woodward, Bob.  Obama’s Wars, Simon & Schuster, 2011: 324-328. 
189 Obama, Barack.  “Way Forward in Afghanistan and Pakistan,” (Speech, West Point, NY), December 1, 

2009.  Goldberg, Jeffrey.  “The Obama Doctrine,” The Atlantic Monthly, April 2016, accessed August 21, 2016, 

at:  http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2016/04/the-obama-doctrine/471525/.  Eikenberry, Karl.  

Email to the author, August 23, 2016.   
190 Obama, Barack.  “Way Forward in Afghanistan and Pakistan,” (Speech, West Point, NY), December 1, 

2009, accessed October 13, 2017, at:  https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/blog/2009/12/01/new-way-

forward-presidents-address.   

https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/blog/2009/12/01/new-way-forward-presidents-address
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/blog/2009/12/01/new-way-forward-presidents-address
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2016/04/the-obama-doctrine/471525/
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/blog/2009/12/01/new-way-forward-presidents-address
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/blog/2009/12/01/new-way-forward-presidents-address


 

 

466 

reasoning which was to avoid a quagmire like Vietnam by limiting the time horizon, 

setting a reevaluation date, and attempting to establish clear, limited objectives.191   

Obama distanced his war policy from Johnson’s by highlighting several 

distinguishing features of the contemporary war.  He pointed out that Al Qaeda 

attacked the United States from Afghanistan, while the North Vietnamese did not attack 

the American homeland.  Obama also noted that America still faced a threat emanating 

from Afghanistan, but had not during the Vietnam War.  The United States had a “broad 

coalition” with whom it was fighting alongside in Afghanistan, conferring legitimacy on 

its efforts, unlike in Vietnam.192  Obama began making these distinctions while running 

for president and continued them in his speech announcing the new war policy.193   

While Obama tried to distance his “good war” from the U.S. military experience 

in Vietnam, doing so was confirmation of its impact on private deliberations and public 
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comparisons.  Obama emphasized the differences between the conflicts in an attempt to 

justify the national security need in Afghanistan as opposed to that faced in Vietnam, 

and in turn, to justify his escalation decision.194  Despite his public articulation of the 

differences he saw between the wars, Obama was privately concerned that Afghanistan 

might turn into his own Vietnam.195  He was committed to avoiding a similar outcome.  

He would not allow incremental escalations to back him into a policy trap, with no good 

end in sight.196  Obama would avoid that at all costs.197  The “shadow” of the most 

traumatic conflict in American history was long indeed. 

The largest discrepancy between private deliberations and public justifications 

was the extent to which the threat from Pakistan was the driving force behind the 

decision, and would be a focus of its implementation.  At the NSC meeting just prior to 

Obama’s West Point address, Vice President Biden and President Obama explained the 

escalation decision to the principals and revealed this inconsistency.  They stated that 

the “main pillar” of the new policy “would be top secret and not be made public.  That 
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pillar was that safe havens for al Qaeda in Pakistan or elsewhere would no longer be 

acceptable. …  He [Obama] wanted to … address the real threat to the homeland and 

U.S. interests,” which emanated from Pakistan—not Afghanistan.198  The president 

would be dramatically increasing the number of drone strikes against enemy targets in 

Pakistan.199  Obama wanted to keep that quiet because of the sensitivity surrounding 

Pakistani sovereignty.  In addition, the use of unmanned aerial vehicles as lethal 

platforms from which to launch kinetic strikes and wage modern war was 

controversial.200  If the public soured on his increased drone campaign, it might limit the 

tools at his disposal, increasing risk to U.S. interests and American forces in 

Afghanistan. 

Conclusion 

“Obama invoked historical analogies, narratives, and insights  

in choosing or justifying policies” and “relied heavily on the  

presumed lessons of the past in charting routes forward.201” 
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“President Obama and his civilian and military advisors set in motion  

a series of events that fostered unrealistic expectations of what could be achieved.202” 

 

“There is not an obvious military victory anywhere in sight. … The US and its allies 

have to be candid that this will not be the ‘win’ on its terms that it hoped for.203” 

 

“Like Vietnam—our most famous quagmire— 

we win all the battles but are unable to win the war.204” 

The story of the Afghanistan surge is one influenced by lessons from two 

traumatic wars and the single most casualty producing attack on U.S. soil.  “Lessons” 

from the Vietnam War, 9/11, and the ongoing war in Iraq each played important roles in 

Obama’s decision to escalate commitment.  Like in the Gulf and Iraq Wars, historical 

“lessons” were influential directly with the president, changing his risk calculus, and as 

a filter for which arguments were most persuasive.  As occurred during past conflicts in 

Lebanon, the Persian Gulf, Somalia, and Iraq, Vietnam analogies were also present.  

They mattered to the president and were among those to which policy makers in the 

executive and legislative branches referred.   
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The dominant lessons and accompanying fear that most shaped Obama’s 

propensity for escalation were from 9/11 and Iraq.205  They were the prism through 

which Senator, then candidate Obama and his national security team, came to favor an 

increased focus on Afghanistan.206  The Vietnam War lesson against sunk cost inclusion 

and future incremental approaches—because they ensnare a president—was also 

important.  It led Obama to limit the surge’s duration.207 

The impact of 9/11 had the largest impact on Obama’s new policy.  It influenced 

the primary component of the change—the decision to escalate further than he already 

had twice earlier that year.208  The fear of suffering another spectacular, 9/11 style attack 

changed how presidents reacted to wartime sunk cost traps.  The strategy for these 

situations was no longer deescalation, but escalation.  9/11 taught presidents that they 

could no longer pursue the defensive, reactive, and law enforcement-centric approach to 

                                                      

205 Obama, Barack.  “Way Forward in Afghanistan and Pakistan,” (Speech, West Point, NY), December 1, 

2009.   
206 Obama, Barack.  Hope to Change, 2007: 289-293.  Obama, Barack.  “Speech on Iraq,” March 19, 2008.  

Council on Foreign Relations, available at: http://www.cfr.org/elections/obamas-speech-iraq-march-

2008/p15761, accessed on September 5, 2016.  Obama, Barack.  “Remarks on Iraq and Afghanistan” speech, 

July 15, 2008, New York Times, available at: http://www.nytimes.com/2008/07/15/us/politics/15text-

obama.html, accessed on September 5, 2016.  See also:  Nagl, John A, Knife Fights: A Memoir of Modern 

War in Theory and Practice, Penguin Books, 2014: 216.  Panetta, Leon and Jim Newton. Worthy Fights: A 

Memoir of Leadership in War and Peace. Penguin, 2014: 290.  Flournoy, Michèle.  Phone interview with the 

author, August 22, 2016.   
207 Woodward, Bob. Obama's Wars. Simon and Schuster, 2011: 324-328.  That lesson reinforced Obama’s 

wariness of state building gleaned from the Iraq War.  Eikenberry, Karl.  Email to the author, August 23, 

2016. 
208 Flournoy, Michèle.  Phone interview with the author, August 22, 2016.  McDonough, Denis. Talk at Duke 

University, April 15, 2016.   

http://www.cfr.org/elections/obamas-speech-iraq-march-2008/p15761
http://www.cfr.org/elections/obamas-speech-iraq-march-2008/p15761
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/07/15/us/politics/15text-obama.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/07/15/us/politics/15text-obama.html


 

 

471 

counterterrorism that previous presidents had employed.  Instead, a new proactive, 

military-centric strategy that sought to kill terrorists overseas was necessary.  Persistent 

efforts decapitating terrorist organizations and degrading their other capabilities was 

imperative.  America must disrupt their social media narratives, bomb making, 

recruitment, radicalization, training, and plot planning.  It was the only way to prevent 

another 9/11.  Thus, a more recent tragedy (9/11) and stalemate (Iraq)—with their own 

lessons, antithetical to the “let sunk costs be sunk” lesson gleaned from the Vietnam 

experience, replaced the earlier lesson as the most powerful.  Nevertheless, as the last 

chapter on the Iraq surge revealed, the Vietnam War ghosts had not disappeared. 

The thought of escalating without limit, and without predetermined and 

achievable goals, increased administration fears of Afghanistan becoming a Vietnam-

like quagmire, lacking popular support and an exit strategy.209  After all, the sunk cost 

trap President Obama faced in Afghanistan was seen as having many parallels with 

those confronting previous presidents during the Vietnam War.  During both conflicts, 

enemy sanctuary combined with incompetent and corruption-racked governments had 

made positive outcomes elusive.210  In both cases, the U.S. military had implemented 
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similar counterinsurgency approaches after years of trying other strategies that had 

proven ineffective.211  In both cases, Commanders-in-Chief found that their initial 

escalation decisions “set in motion a series of events that fostered unrealistic 

expectations of what could be achieved.212”  Presidents Lyndon Johnson and Barack 

Obama failed to narrow their goal sufficiently, and followed their initial decisions with 

subsequent escalations of greater magnitude.213   They expressed skepticism about 

military troop requests, the viability of success, and had advisors who warned them 

against the likely perils of doubling down on their respective conflicts with the 

secondary escalations.214  Despite all of this, sunk costs and loss aversion made the 

decisions difficult.215  The risks of action versus the risks of inaction weighed heavily, 
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muddied by the investments already made.216  In the end, for Obama, traumatic lessons 

from 9/11 and Iraq had caused risk of “inaction” (deescalation) to overtake fear of 

“action” (escalation) as the greater fear—just as it had for Johnson.217  These dynamics 

complicated the presidents’ cost-benefit calculus, are broadly symptomatic of each of the 

four case studies, and are defining characteristics of what I term “sunk cost traps.” 

Given the challenges associated with these vexing dilemmas in the middle of wars, 

one lesson of the Afghanistan war is to wisely apply the lessons of the past.  This means 

knowing when to mirror past strategies, and when not to.  Discernment grounded in a 

deep understanding of the similarities and differences between past and present 

circumstances is an imperative.  It also requires a prescient anticipation of how various 

strategies will play out in an uncertain future.  Obama tried hard, implementing a 

                                                      

 

Egan. Thinking, fast and slow. Vol. 1. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2011. Regarding availability 

heuristics, see:  Tversky, Amos, and Daniel Kahneman. "Judgment under uncertainty: Heuristics and 

biases." In Utility, probability, and human decision making, pp. 141-162. Springer Netherlands, 1975: 1127-1128. 

Also: Kahneman, Daniel, Jack L. Knetsch, and Richard H. Thaler. "Anomalies: The endowment effect, loss 

aversion, and status quo bias." Journal of Economic perspectives 5, no. 1 (1991): 193-206. Leonard, Thomas C. 

"Richard H. Thaler, Cass R. Sunstein, Nudge: Improving decisions about health, wealth, and happiness." 

(2008): 356-360. 
216 VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster: A New History of America's Descent into Vietnam. Harpers Collins, 

New York, 2019. Woodward, Bob. Obama's Wars. Simon and Schuster, 2011. 
217 VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster: A New History of America's Descent into Vietnam. Harpers Collins, 

New York, 2019. Logevall, Fredrik. Choosing war: The lost chance for peace and the escalation of war in Vietnam. 

University of California Press, 2001. 
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comprehensive decision-making process of ten NSC meetings to determine the problems, 

question assumptions, and craft a new policy.218   

The process for Afghanistan decision-making followed a deliberate process, yet the 

outcome did not serve Obama and the nation well.  Military leaders once reluctant to 

endorse the surge and counterinsurgency strategy in Iraq, had become committed to it in 

Afghanistan as a means to win the war and preserve their institutional legitimacy.219  

Despite Petraeus’ professed recognition as early as 2005 that Afghanistan did not equal 

Iraq and that Afghanistan was more challenging in some ways, key civilians agreed that 

escalation and counterinsurgency were necessary.220  The commitment to this model as a 

war winning strategy was myopic, based on faith that what had worked in Iraq would 

work in Afghanistan.221   

                                                      

218 Alter, Jonathan.  The Promise, Simon & Schuster, 2010. 
219 Groves, Bryan, “Principal-Agent Problems: Why War Strategy Doesn’t Always Match Policy Aims,” 

International Journal of Political Science and Development, February 7, 2015.  
220 Petraeus, David. Talk at Duke University, September 11, 2013. Petraeus mentioned that he and others 

recognized that Iraq did not equal Afghanistan, and that they would have to tailor the strategy from that 

utilized in Iraq. Also: Petraeus, David, Joseph Collins, and Nathan White. "Reflections by General David 

Petraeus, USA (ret.) on the Wars in Afghanistan and Iraq." PRISM 7, no. 1 (2017): 150-167. Clinton, Hard 

Choices, Simon & Schuster, 2014. Gates, Duty: Memoirs of a Secretary at War, Random House, 2014; 

Woodward, Obama’s Wars, Simon & Schuster, 2011. Flournoy, Michèle.  Phone interview, August 22, 2016.   
221 A former ISAF staff member indicated that Petraeus regularly made comments like, “This is how we did 

it in Iraq.” Furthermore, Michèle Flournoy indicated that, “The Iraq counterinsurgency model was certainly 

on everyone's mind during the fall 2009 decision making about Afghanistan.”  Phone interview with the 

author, August 22, 2016.   
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The commitment to the escalation and counterinsurgency paradigm for winning a 

war was predicated upon a false assumption.222  The assumption boiled down to believing 

that the surge and counterinsurgency approach were the requisite components of success 

in Iraq.  They were not the only essential elements, however.  Without the changes—albeit 

temporary—of Prime Minister Nuri-al-Maliki to work with the United States, to adopt a 

national versus a sectarian approach, and of the Al Anbar tribes to side with the American 

military instead of Al Qaeda, the new Iraq War policy would not have been as effective in 

reducing violence.  In Afghanistan, though, there was no “Anbar Awakening,” nor a 

Hamid Karzai version of Maliki’s support of the British against a revolt of his own Shia at 

Basra in the military operation “Charge of the Knights.”  Nor was there even a 

catastrophic failure event like the bombing of the Al-Askari (“Golden Dome”) Mosque in 

Samarra that might trigger something similar to the Anbar Awakening and the partnering 

of the Sons of Iraq with U.S. security efforts.223   

                                                      

222 See: Walsh, Nick Patton. “Trump's strategy is failing and the Taliban is winning,” CNN, August 16, 2018, 

accessed August 16, 2018, at: https://www.cnn.com/2018/08/16/asia/afghan-analysis-npw-intl/index.html.  

See also: Johnson, Thomas H., and Larry P. Goodson. "Political Legitimacy: Why We Are Failing in 

Afghanistan,” December 13, 2018, accessed December 13, 2018, available at: 

https://thestrategybridge.org/the-bridge/2018/12/13/political-legitimacy-why-we-are-failing-in-

afghanistan?utm_source=The+Bridge&utm_campaign=039dc80e62-

RSS_EMAIL_CAMPAIGN&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_bcf191ca0f-039dc80e62-507598305. 
223 In summer 2009, before the fall decision making, the author and three other individuals from West Point’s 

Combatting Terrorism Center spent a month and a half talking to everyone in Afghanistan from non-

commissioned officers to General McChrystal and Ambassador Eikenberry.  We identified the lack of an 

existent or potential catastrophic failure mechanism then. 

https://www.cnn.com/2018/08/16/asia/afghan-analysis-npw-intl/index.html
https://thestrategybridge.org/the-bridge/2018/12/13/political-legitimacy-why-we-are-failing-in-afghanistan?utm_source=The+Bridge&utm_campaign=039dc80e62-RSS_EMAIL_CAMPAIGN&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_bcf191ca0f-039dc80e62-507598305
https://thestrategybridge.org/the-bridge/2018/12/13/political-legitimacy-why-we-are-failing-in-afghanistan?utm_source=The+Bridge&utm_campaign=039dc80e62-RSS_EMAIL_CAMPAIGN&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_bcf191ca0f-039dc80e62-507598305
https://thestrategybridge.org/the-bridge/2018/12/13/political-legitimacy-why-we-are-failing-in-afghanistan?utm_source=The+Bridge&utm_campaign=039dc80e62-RSS_EMAIL_CAMPAIGN&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_bcf191ca0f-039dc80e62-507598305
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After eight years of war in Afghanistan, key leaders other than Ambassador Karl 

Eikenberry should have recognized these differences.224  If they had, perhaps they would 

have been more successful in crafting an appropriate and cost-effective strategy to address 

vital U.S. national security interests within the limits of what was achievable.  So far, 

success in securing and reshaping Afghanistan has been limited.  The greatest success has 

come in terms of a negative, or unproven counterfactual.  Success achieved thus far is best 

measured in the prevention of another 9/11-type spectacular attack in the United States.  

The level of effort applied thus far, though, may not have been necessary to achieve that 

end.  As a result, many policy makers and average Americans alike now “recoil at the 

                                                      

224 Eikenberry, Karl W. "The limits of counterinsurgency doctrine in Afghanistan: The other side of the 

COIN." Foreign Affairs. 92 (2013): 59. Eikenberry points out that, “The goal has been clear enough, but its 

attainment has proved vexing. Officials have struggled to define the necessary attributes of a stable post-

Taliban Afghan state and to agree on the best means for achieving them. This is not surprising. The U.S. 

intervention required improvisation in a distant, mountainous land with de jure, but not de facto, 

sovereignty; a traumatized and divided population; and staggering political, economic, and social problems. 

Achieving even minimal strategic objectives in such a context was never going to be quick, easy, or cheap. 

… Of the various strategies that the United States has employed in Afghanistan over the past dozen years, 

the 2009 troop surge was by far the most ambitious and expensive. Counterinsurgency (COIN) doctrine was 

at the heart of the Afghan surge. Rediscovered by the U.S. military during the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, 

counterinsurgency was updated and codified in 2006 in Field Manual 3-24, jointly published by the U.S. 

Army and the Marines. The revised doctrine placed high confidence in the infallibility of military leadership 

at all levels of engagement (from privates to generals) with the indigenous population throughout the 

conflict zone. … Contingent on context, military doctrine is meant to be suggestive, not prescriptive.” 

“Broadly stated, modern COIN doctrine stresses the need to protect civilian populations, eliminate 

insurgent leaders and infrastructure, and help establish a legitimate and accountable host-nation 

government able to deliver essential human services. Field Manual 3-24 also makes clear the extensive length 

and expense of COIN campaigns: ‘Insurgencies are protracted by nature. Thus, COIN operations always 

demand considerable expenditures of time and resources.’ The apparent validation of this doctrine during 

the 2007 troop surge in Iraq increased its standing,” making it even more difficult for Obama to opt in favor 

of an alternative strategy based upon contrary assumptions.  
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thought of another operation that might be of the size – and cost – of Iraq or 

Afghanistan.225”  Moreover, the haunting Vietnam legacy of quagmire now extends to, and 

is strengthened by, the current situation in Afghanistan.226  The battles are won, and yet 

there is a failure to accomplish political aims.227 

                                                      

225 Petraeus, David.  Phone interview (August 25, 2016) and email exchange (September 8, 2016) with the 
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226 See: Kalb, Marvin, and Deborah Kalb. Haunting legacy: Vietnam and the American presidency from Ford to 
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Chapter 7:  Conclusion - Presidential Wartime Learning 
& Adaptation: Policy Prescriptions for Avoiding and 
Minimizing “Sunk Cost Traps” 

“‘Sometimes changing objectives is portrayed as mission failure, when in fact in a 

protracted campaign the likelihood of renegotiating objectives is 100 percent.1’” 

 

Introduction 

This dissertation examines military intervention policy pivots by American 

presidents in the “shadow” of the Vietnam War.  It answers the question, “What led 

presidents to make the major policy changes they did in their attempts to emerge from 

“sunk cost traps” resulting from shocking tragedy, failure, and prolonged stalemate?”  

The case studies include President Ronald Reagan’s withdrawal of Marines from 

Lebanon following the Beirut Bombings, President William (Bill) Clinton’s withdrawal 

of forces from Somalia following the “Blackhawk Down” incident, and Presidents 

George W. Bush and Barack Obama’s respective surges in Iraq and Afghanistan 

following prolonged stalemate.  The dependent variable (president’s decision) took the 

value of deescalation, escalation, or a hybrid policy.  I argue that the explanatory 

variables in each case were the “lesson” arising from the most recent and traumatic 

conflict, and the fear it engendered.  In the first two cases (Lebanon and Somalia), the 

                                                      

1 General Martin Dempsey in:  Hooker Jr, Richard D., and Joseph J. Collins. Lessons Encountered: Learning 

from the Long War. National Defense University, Fort McNair, D.C., 2015: 257. 
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lesson came from the Vietnam War.  In the latter two cases (Iraq and Afghanistan), the 

predominant lesson came from 9/11.    

When faced with “sunk cost traps,” presidents responded opposite to the regret 

they most anticipated, which was informed by the historical “lesson” most relevant to 

them.  In Lebanon and Somalia, Presidents Reagan and Clinton deescalated, influenced 

by the “lessons” of Vietnam.  These “lessons” included both that sunk costs are sunk, 

and that doubling down on conflicts of debatable national interest was unwise.  Though 

Reagan was influenced indirectly through advisers and Clinton was influenced directly 

from his distaste for U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War, both came to anticipate a 

greater regret associated with doubling down on or continuing their conflict than with 

withdrawal.2   The last thing they wanted was their own Vietnam War-like quagmire.  

That made cutting their losses relatively more palatable despite the prior investments 

made, and despite not having reached all their policy objectives.   

My theory further argues that 9/11’s lesson supplanted that from the Vietnam 

War as dominant in predicting presidential responses in these hard-to-win situations.  

Presidents Reagan and Clinton deescalated because they had more fear of escalation’s 

potential implications—their own worsening, Vietnam-like quagmire—than of the 

effects that would come with deescalation: not fully reaching all their goals.  Following 

                                                      

2 Clinton, Bill. My Life. Knopf: New York, 2004: 100-104. 
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9/11, the logic flipped.  Presidents escalated during “sunk cost traps” in Afghanistan and 

Iraq, influenced by a new lesson.  The lesson of 9/11 was that offensive, sustained 

ground operations overseas were now necessary to prevent another major attack on the 

American homeland.  The implication was that the failure to conduct such a proactive 

military operation would result in another catastrophic attack on the U.S. homeland.  

This lesson compelled Bush and Obama to escalate, doing everything possible to 

prevent another such attack.  Their greatest fear was of deescalation’s worst 

implications, another 9/11, rather than of the ramifications that could accompany 

escalation—their own Vietnam-like quagmire.   

Vietnam’s lesson did not completely disappear after 9/11, however.  In Iraq, the 

lessons Bush drew from the post-9/11 environment and a different lesson he gleaned 

from Vietnam—that losing a war would break the Army—reinforced each other, leading 

him to escalate during his sunk cost trap.3  Additionally, through the initial failed effort 

in Iraq, Bush and his administration “learned” Iraq’s lesson that counterinsurgency was 

necessary to secure long-term gains.4   Counterinsurgency campaigns to first clear 

territory of terrorists and insurgents were to be followed by holding and building upon 

                                                      

3 Feaver, Peter D. "The right to be right: Civil-military relations and the Iraq surge decision." International 

Security 35, no. 4 (2011): 108. Also: Feaver, Peter. Email to the author, August 11, 2016.   
4 Rove, Karl. Courage and consequence: My life as a conservative in the fight. Simon and Schuster, 2010: 475. 

Keane, Jack. CPH/SMU, interview, August 18, ‘15, seen July 11, 2016: https://vimeo.com/137792537. Jeffrey, 

Jim. CPH/SMU interview, Aug. 17, 2015, seen July 14, ‘16: https://vimeo.com/137794310. Cohen, Eliot. Email 

to author, July 15, ‘16. 

https://vimeo.com/137792537
https://vimeo.com/137794310
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those gains through economic, political, and social development.  Bush fused the Iraq 

War lesson with that of 9/11.  The result was an escalation and a counterinsurgency-

based policy.  Obama’s administration came to a similar approach in Afghanistan, for 

similar reasons.  However, the lesson offered by Vietnam’s “shadow5” caused Obama to 

temper his escalation, setting a surge time limit.6  Over time, therefore, more recent 

traumatic incidents and a different response model replaced the Vietnam War lesson’s 

dominance, but did not completely displace its salience.7  9/11, then, was an inflexion 

point, marking a shift from deescalation to escalation for major mid-course adjustments. 

As if this was necessary, these cases proved that wars are easier to get into than 

out of.  Once the “dogs of war” are unleashed, the enemy and third parties get a vote, 

impacting U.S. decisions for waging and terminating the conflict.8  This impacts 

president’ need to adapt.  In all the cases, the extended time frame required for 

presidents “to recognize defeat and its implications resulted in both greater material 

                                                      

5 The Vietnam War provided Bush with an analogy for the importance of going all in to win the nation’s 

wars.  Later, Vietnam lessons pushed Obama to set a time limit on the surge so that the American people 

would have an end in sight and Afghan leaders would not grow dependent on America, two Vietnam-era 

problems.   
6 Woodward, Bob. Obama's Wars. Simon and Schuster, 2011: 324-328. 
7 For Presidents Reason and Clinton, Vietnam was the relevant reference point as the most recent, traumatic 

American foreign policy event. For Presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama, 9/11 was more relevant.   
8 Czege, Huba Wass. “Wars are Easier to Get into than Out of,” Army Magazine, November 2010. 
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losses and amplified the strategic consequences for inevitable failures.9”  Presidents 

Reagan and Clinton waited months before directing course corrections to military 

involvement in Lebanon and Somalia, respectively.  Depending on how one measures it, 

President Bush waited between one to three years.10  Obama faced a few decisions in his 

first year as president.  None made the particular course corrections explored in this 

dissertation on their own terms; all followed shocking tragedy or protracted stalemate.11 

Hence, study of these cases suggests that regularly scheduled war policy reviews 

would enable presidents to recognize—sooner rather than later—if the current war 

policy is failing.  Done properly, they can also enable presidents to establish a new 

approach, and/or modify their aspiration levels (aims).  Once realities replace prewar 

expectations, an engaged president must act decisively to realign ends and means as 

quickly as possible while communicating the policy’s purpose, metrics, and timeline 

consistently and effectively across multiple audiences.  Semiannual reviews facilitate 

                                                      

9 White, Gabriel. “Prospect Theory and the Problem of Strategy: Lessons from Sicily and Dien Bien Phu,” The 

Strategy Bridge, November 3, 2017, accessed November 3, 2017, available at: 

https://thestrategybridge.us9.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=ad7d6faf309bf71010bcd48ea&id=4cf2883a61&e=91ab5dc52e.  
10 It was almost one year from the bombing of the Golden Mosque until Bush’s decision, 15 months since 

Iraqis’ ratification of their Constitution, and over three years since Iraq broke out in sectarian violence. 
11 Once in office, President Obama initially acted quickly based on his campaign promise to prioritize 

Afghanistan.  Later, however, the new Commander, LTG Stanley McChrystal, asked for even more troops 

(the particular decision examined in this dissertation).  This caused a thorough war policy review 

reassessing interests, policy, and strategy.   

https://thestrategybridge.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=ad7d6faf309bf71010bcd48ea&id=4cf2883a61&e=91ab5dc52e
https://thestrategybridge.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=ad7d6faf309bf71010bcd48ea&id=4cf2883a61&e=91ab5dc52e
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this leadership and increase the chances of success.  The policy prescription section 

addresses these at greater length.   

I first summarize how my theory did and did not adhere to reality.  I then reflect 

on the “shadows” left by my cases, though not as intense as that of the Vietnam War.  

Next, I consider the practical ways in which my theory plays out in the corridors of 

power—what the cases suggest it really looks like for lessons and anticipated regret to 

influence presidents’ decisions during these hard-to-win dilemmas.  Sections on 

emerging lessons and policy prescriptions follow.  Last, I reflect on the dissertation’s 

limitations, further research areas, and contributions. 

Theory Adherence12  

Of the four major post-Vietnam “sunk cost traps,” the Iraq and Afghan War 

surges are the ones that most closely adhere to my theory.  Iraq and Afghanistan are the 

cases in which the president and his advisors most often referred to historical lessons 

influencing the war policy change.  It makes sense that the Iraq War is one of the 

                                                      

12 I utilized a focused, structured research design to answer a common set of questions for each case study.  

After a case summary and outlining the president’s aims, or the “aspiration levels” he sought to achieve, I 

first show how the case was a “sunk cost trap” and that the president recognized it as such [question 1].  

Second, I lay out the president’s feasible options [question 2].  Third, I illustrate how the salient “lessons” 

activated anticipated regret of a feasible option.  I trace how that led to selection of another option that 

engendered less anticipated regret [question 3].  Fourth, I demonstrate how, despite alternative 

explanations, my theory is the most persuasive answer regarding why the president selected the policy he 

did [question 4].  Finally, I address the consistency, or lack thereof, between private rationale for the 

decision and public justifications of it, and the significance of that convergence or divergence [question 5].   
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decisions most influenced by historical lessons because it was the only one of the five 

cases in which the president making a “sunk cost trap” decision was the same one on 

whose watch the most relevant lessons had occurred.  Reagan, Clinton, and Obama were 

acting on lessons that occurred during a previous presidency.  Thus, the lessons’ impact 

on them was relatively less direct, less intense, and sometimes exerted through advisors 

more than personally derived.  Nevertheless, all these presidents were influenced by 

lessons and the anticipated regret they provoked.   

Table 7.1 summarizes my framework’s application to the cases.  EV1 and EV2 are 

my two explanatory variables, while DV stands for dependent variable.  Table 7.1 gives 

a sense of how EV1 triggered EV2 in each case, together causing the dependent variable, 

the president’s decision, valued as either a deescalation, escalation, or hybrid.  The 

historical lessons (EV1) can be thought of as underlying causes and anticipated regret 

(EV2) as proximate causes.  The dominant lesson is in bold under the EV1 column.  It 

indicates the prime contributor to the president’s base decision for deescalation or 

escalation.   
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Table 7.1:  Theory of Historical Learning -- Applicability to the Cases 

 

President 

(Case) 

 

EV1: 

Operative Historical “Lesson(s)” 

EV2: 

Anticipated 

Regret:13 

DV:  

President’s 

Decision14 

 

Reagan 

(Lebanon) 

 

Vietnam:  Sunk costs are sunk. Avoid a 

quagmire by cutting losses when 

prospects for success are low.  

 

Escalation’s 

potential: 

(A quagmire) 

 

Deescalate 

 

Clinton 

(Somalia) 

 

Vietnam:  Stop digging when conflict is 

going poorly. 

Lebanon:  Reelection after deescalation 

is possible. 

 

Escalation’s 

potential: 

(A quagmire) 

Deescalate, 

(but 

technically a 

Hybrid.) 

 

George W. 

Bush 

(Iraq) 

9/11:  Hunt terrorists proactively. 

Iraq:  COIN is necessary. 

Vietnam:  U.S. must win its wars. 

 

Deescalation’s 

potential: 

(Another 

9/11) 

Escalate 

(until 

conditions 

permit a 

change) 

 

Obama 

(Afghanistan) 

9/11:  Hunt terrorists proactively. 

Iraq:  COIN can be successful. 

Vietnam:  U.S. must limit commitment. 

Deescalation’s 

potential: 

(Another 

9/11) 

 

Escalate 

(for ~ 18 

months) 

 

My hypotheses, as stated in the theory chapter, are below and stood up well in a 

macro sense.  Hypothesis 1 applies to the Pre-9/11 period, dating from the end of the 

Vietnam War until 9/11.  Hypothesis 2 applies to the Post-9/11 period, dating from then 

until another traumatic lesson supplants 9/l1’s lesson as dominant for presidents’ 

wartime sunk cost dilemmas. 

                                                      

13 The strategies listed in this column are simplified descriptors.  In some cases presidents employed more 

nuance, as described in the case study chapters. 
14 Ibid. 
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Hypothesis 1 (“Avoid a Quagmire”):  In the “sunk cost traps” between the Vietnam War 

and 9/11, salient historical “lessons” influenced presidents’ deescalation decisions, 

having “taught” them that success in a lengthy war via incremental escalation was 

doubtful and likely to be regrettable.   

 

Hypothesis 2 (“War Footing Abroad”):  In “sunk cost traps” after 9/11, new “lessons” 

taught that failing to proactively combat international terrorism through 

counterinsurgency could result in another major attack on America, influencing 

presidents’ decisions for escalation to avoid the regret that would cause.   

 

My theory held in the aggregate regarding which lessons’ were most important 

during each period of time (Pre/Post-9/11), but did not account for all the nuanced 

influences.  Older lessons from Vietnam had tremendous resiliency, even beyond 9/11, 

contrary to what my hypotheses predicted.  However, as my hypotheses expected, 

Vietnam-era lessons were no longer dominant predictors of presidents’ base policy 

response, either for deescalation or escalation.   

People may wonder about the validity of my theory given the mission creep in 

Lebanon and Somalia prior to the U.S. military departure.  If the Vietnam lesson to let 

sunk costs be sunk to avoid a military quagmire is so powerful, how do you explain 

Reagan’s expansion of the Lebanon mission at several points, or the March 1993 

expansion of the Somalia mission?  The answer:  the lessons, anticipated regret, and 

hence, the deescalatory pressures, were not activated until it was clear to the president 

that the nation was in a sunk cost trap.  The mission creep in Lebanon and Somalia 

happened before Presidents Reagan and Clinton had reached that point.  In addition, the 
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end of the Cold War, United Nations (UN) dynamics, and the Clinton administration's 

move from containment to enlargement and democracy promotion pushed them toward 

escalation while things were going well in Somalia.  After events on the ground had 

clearly turned south, though, Clinton responded as my theory predicts, as did Reagan 

before him.   

Moreover, some of the Vietnam lessons (supplemented by the Lebanese 

experience) were not fully captured until after the Lebanon intervention.  During 

Lebanon’s aftermath, Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger and his military assistant, 

Major General Colin Powell, codified what became known as the Weinberger-Powell 

Doctrine to guide future presidential decision-making.  Weinberger was motivated to 

memorialize these principles learned from Vietnam and Lebanon because he had had a 

tough time convincing President Reagan to rethink American involvement due to the 

case for engagement made by Secretary of State George Shultz.15   

What are the “Shadows” of Lebanon and Somalia? 

“[In the future,] the President will not allow our military forces to creep … [because] the 

tests … can, if applied carefully, avoid the danger of this gradualist incremental 

approach which almost always means the use of insufficient force. … These tests can 

                                                      

15 Weinberger, Caspar. Fighting for peace: Seven critical years in the Pentagon. New York 218 (1990).  See also:  

Weinberger, Caspar.  “The Uses of Military Power,” November 28, 1984.  Schultz, George P. Turmoil and 

triumph: My years as secretary of state. (1993).   
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help us to avoid being drawn inexorably into an endless morass, where it is not vital to 

our national interest to fight.16” 

 

“We (the Clinton administration) were determined not to have another Somalia.17” 

The “shadow” of Lebanon is the codification of the Weinberger-Powell Doctrine 

encouraging military force only after prudent reflection to ensure it met six tests.  

Following American involvement in Lebanon, Secretary Weinberger and his Senior 

Military Assistant, Major General Colin Powell, reflected on “lessons” regarding the 

application of U.S. military power.  The “lessons” arose from common themes 

encountered in Lebanon and in Vietnam, but that they feared may not truly be “learned” 

by future leaders.  Weinberger and Powell developed six tests to determine if 

circumstances warranted U.S. military action.  Force must be a last resort and U.S. vital 

national interests must be at stake.  America must “have clearly defined political and 

military objectives,” apply sufficient resources to ensure it wins, match appropriate 

resources to the ends sought, and have popular and congressional support.18   

One of the problems Weinberger saw in the way the United States waged the 

Vietnam War was the incrementalism it used in applying military force.  America 

gradually sent more and more troops to fight in Vietnam because it underestimated how 

                                                      

16 Weinberger, Caspar.  “The Uses of Military Power,” November 28, 1984. 
17 Albright, Madeleine Korbel, and William Woodward. Madam Secretary. Miramax Books, 2003: 147. 
18 Weinberger, Caspar.  “The Uses of Military Power,” Remarks Prepared for Delivery by the Hon. Caspar 

Weinberger, Secretary of Defense, to the National Press Club, Washington, D.C., November 28, 1984, 

accessed May 31, 2016, at: http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/military/force/weinberger.html. 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/military/force/weinberger.html
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many would be necessary to reach its goals.19  Weinberger instead advocated using clear, 

narrowly defined objectives and sufficient force from the start to avoid accidental 

incrementalism.20  Multinational Force I (MNF I) in Lebanon, for instance, had sufficient 

force and accomplished its specific task: safe removal of PLO fighters from Beirut, and 

then the MNF I forces left Lebanon.  On the other hand, MNF II’s mission was more 

murky.  That operation evolved gradually over time, such that the impact of each 

incremental step was not always clear at the time.  Upon looking back on the mission in 

Lebanon, greater clarity of aims was possible and revealed that the Reagan 

administration’s “policy differences led to mission creep…[and] the Marines bore the 

brunt of this drift.21”   

A second way Weinberger advocated for avoiding gradualist approaches was to 

continually reassess and adjust policies.  They “must be based on the national interest 

and whether military force was required.  “If the answers are ‘yes,’ then we must win.  If 

the answers are ‘no,’ then we should not be in combat.22”  Weinberger had struggled 

                                                      

19 U.S. incrementalism in the Vietnam War had several intentions.  One was to minimize the amount of force 

America had to use to accomplish its objectives.  This seemingly helped with domestic politics.  Secondly, 

gradually turning up the pressure on North Vietnam was thought to afford them a way out.  Perhaps most 

importantly, it aimed to keep the Chinese and Soviets out of the war.   
20 Weinberger, Caspar.  “The Uses of Military Power,” November 28, 1984. 
21 Crist, David B.  “The Joint Chiefs of Staff and Limits to the Use of Military Power in Lebanon, 1982-1984,” 

Special Historical Study 8, Top Secret Report – Unclassified Portion, Joint History Office, OCJCS, Washington, 

D.C., 2015: 79. 
22 Weinberger, Caspar.  “The Uses of Military Power,” November 28, 1984. 
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with Secretary of State George Shultz over the answers to these questions during the 

Lebanon intervention.23  These tests of the Weinberger-Powell Doctrine indicate that 

when presidents face “sunk cost traps,” it is necessary to either let sunk costs be sunk 

and remove U.S. troops, or reinforce them in sufficient number to assure their success.  

Despite the time it took to reach the exit decision, Weinberger saw Lebanon as a mission 

where Reagan had faced a sunk costs dilemma and “properly withdrew forces equipped 

only for peacekeeping [but not for combat].24”  Weinberger indicated that in the future 

“the President will not allow our military forces to creep—or be drawn gradually—into 

a combat role … [because] the tests that I have enunciated here today can, if applied 

carefully, avoid the danger of this gradualist incremental approach which almost always 

means the use of insufficient force.25”   

Weinberger wanted desperately for the United States to avoid future 

quagmires—especially in places not fundamental to core American interests.  This was a 

central motivator and the purpose behind his tests.  As he said, “These tests can help us 

                                                      

23 Weinberger, Caspar. Fighting for peace: Seven critical years in the Pentagon. New York 218 (1990). Shultz, 

George P. Turmoil and Triumph: Diplomacy, Power, and the Victory of the American Deal. Simon and Schuster, 

2010. 
24 Weinberger, Caspar.  “The Uses of Military Power,” November 28, 1984.  
25 Weinberger, Caspar.  “The Uses of Military Power,” November 28, 1984. 
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to avoid being drawn inexorably into an endless morass, where it is not vital to our 

national interest to fight.26”  

He wanted to save future presidents the trouble of unnecessarily finding 

themselves in “sunk cost traps.”  When they nonetheless ended up in one, he wanted 

them to have a means by which to quickly determine the best way forward.  He did not 

want them to have to relearn what he saw as universal truths gleaned from previous 

conflicts, including operations in Vietnam and Lebanon.27  

The “shadow” of Somalia is similar to that generated by Lebanon; both reinforce 

limits on the application of military force. 

The “shadow” of Somalia is that America should limit involvement in major 

peacekeeping operations and only serve under U.S. military leadership.  Madeleine 

Albright’s quotation at the top of this section that the Clinton administration was 

“determined not to have another Somalia” captured elite sentiment following America’s 

intervention there.28  “Somalia,” like “Vietnam,” became synonymous with being a U.S. 

foreign policy debacle and associated with a group of peacekeeping lessons that 

emerged from the endeavor.29  Additionally, in its aftermath, President Clinton did not 

                                                      

26 Weinberger, Caspar.  “The Uses of Military Power,” November 28, 1984. 
27 Weinberger, Caspar.  “The Uses of Military Power,” November 28, 1984. 
28 Albright, Madeleine Korbel, and William Woodward. Madam Secretary. Miramax Books, 2003: 147. 
29 The Clinton administration codified lessons emerging from the Somalia intervention in Presidential 

Decision Directive (PDD)/NSC-25.  It increased the threshold for U.S. intervention in peacekeeping 
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intervene in the Rwandan genocide less than a year later.  The President and his 

administration’s reaction to Somalia influenced his decision-making about whether to 

get involved in Rwanda.30  His Somalia experience had made him more circumspect 

about the unexpected and sometimes uncontrollable turns that military intervention can 

take.31  Eleven years later, after Clinton had left office and during a new conflict, 

Somalia’s “shadow” was still being felt.  In 2004, Frank Hoffman, a retired Marine Corps 

officer and national security expert, claimed that “the aftermath of the failures in 

Somalia…has haunted U.S. foreign policy…if you're reading the press on Afghanistan 

and Iraq, the ghost of Mogadishu on 3 October 1993 looms very large even today.32”  

During new conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq, Vietnam, Lebanon, and Somalia’s 

deescalatory vestiges confronted renewed debates about the use of force and emerging 

escalatory influences.  Given time and the engraining of new lessons, Presidents George 

                                                      

 

endeavors, established principles for determining if/when U.S. forces could serve under UN or other non-

US military commanders, and led to an attempt to increase UN capability and capacity for peacekeeping 

while decreasing the American contribution.  Presidential Decision Directive (PDD)/NSC-25, U.S. Policy on 

Reforming Multilateral Peace Operations, May 3, 1994, available at:  https://fas.org/irp/offdocs/pdd/pdd-

25.pdf, accessed April 28, 2018. 
30 Clinton, Bill.  My Life.  Knopf, New York (2004). 
31 Interview with Dr. Peter Feaver, November 5, 2015. 
32 Hoffman, Frank G. "One Decade Later: Debacle in Somalia." Proceedings-United States Naval Institute 

130, no. 1; ISSU 1211 (2004): 66-71.   

https://fas.org/irp/offdocs/pdd/pdd-25.pdf
https://fas.org/irp/offdocs/pdd/pdd-25.pdf
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W. Bush and Barack Obama’s subsequent escalations in the contemporary conflicts 

created “shadows” of their own. 

What are the “Shadows” of 9/11, Iraq, and Afghanistan? 

Policy makers and average Americans now “recoil at the thought of another operation 

that might be of the size – and cost – of Iraq or Afghanistan.33” 

The largest “shadow” of the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq is the pendulum swing 

from escalatory back to deescalatory pressures, though not on a magnitude similar to 

Vietnam and 9/11’s shocks.  Vietnam caused a swing toward deescalation during wartime 

sunk cost traps, seen in the Lebanon and Somalia decisions.  9/11 caused a swing toward 

escalation evidenced in the Iraq and Afghanistan decisions.  The trend since then has seen 

a pendulum shift back toward limited U.S. involvement in overseas conflicts, with small 

escalations to meet the threat.  The preferred approach to navigate out of a major mid-war 

sunk cost trap, however, has not been tested since Obama’s 2009 decision.34 

                                                      

33 Petraeus, David.  Phone interview (August 25, 2016) and email exchange (September 8, 2016) with the 

author. 
34 The 2014 decision to intervene in Iraq and Syria against the Islamic State was starting an armed conflict 

over again.  The 2017 decision to implement a South Asia strategy in Afghanistan, though not yet fully 

examined, appears to reflect the combination of 9/11’s escalatory pressures and the post Iraq War pendulum 

swing back to minor, incremental escalation.  The latter decision, though, arguably does not count according 

to my criteria. Although close, it was precipitated more by President Donald Trump’s 2016 election than by 

events on the ground.  New defense leaders took their new positions as an opportunity to make the case for 

more troops even though Trump had argued for ending the war in Afghanistan during his campaign—

unlike Obama during his 2008 campaign.  
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So, the “shadows” of Iraq and Afghanistan are less clear cut than those of 

Vietnam, Lebanon, and Somalia.  The “shadows” of the more recent conflicts include 

dueling interpretations.  One view is that American involvement in these two conflicts 

illustrates again the limitations of U.S. power and the imperative to avoid overreach.  

Another view is that the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq demonstrate the need for proper 

military strategy and resourcing of that strategy.  According to this reasoning, once 

America adopted an appropriately resourced counterinsurgency approach, it made 

substantial progress in Iraq.  When the United States left Iraq in 2011, it left open the 

door for the enemy to rise out of the ashes.  The Islamic State in Iraq and Ash-Sham 

(ISIS), formerly Al Qaeda in Iraq, did just that a few years later.  Likewise, according to 

this view, a counterinsurgency and whole of government approach was needed in 

Afghanistan to achieve long-term aims.  But as in Iraq, America did not adequately 

resource the effort for sufficient time.   

The argument for avoiding overreach is that the shadow of wars since Korea 

demonstrate the limits of U.S. power, so careful selection of where to engage, what aims 

to undertake, how long to stay, and expectation management about the art of the 

possible is critical.  Foreign policy progress in just one country can take years, even 

decades—and can involve significant setbacks along the way.  It may take longer than 

the United States is willing to engage and require more than the country is willing to 
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provide.  This is like the perspective that Dr. Lake shared during the Somalia 

operation.35   

The argument for a counterinsurgency and whole of government approach is 

that a strategic foreign policy approach should address root problems rather than 

merely addressing the symptoms.  Killing bad guys overseas will not solve the ultimate 

problem; that requires time and reshaping the internal regimes within countries that 

present a threat.  Democracy promotion and nation-building following conflicts, 

according to this logic, is an appropriate and effective way to do that.  This rationale 

only holds if it is politically viable.  At the moment, that is tenuous at best.  Petraeus 

expressed this aspect of the shadows of the recent wars succinctly by stating that in their 

wake many policy makers and Americans now “recoil at the thought of another 

operation that might be of the size – and cost – of Iraq or Afghanistan.36”   

Taken together, these sunk cost traps teach both that there are limits to American 

power, and appropriate ways to use the power the country does have.  The United 

                                                      

35 Lake, Anthony. “From Containment to Enlargement,” Remarks by Anthony Lake, Assistant to the 

President for National Security Affairs. Speech at Johns Hopkins University School of Advanced 

International Studies (SAIS), Washington, D.C., September 21, 1993, accessed October 5, 2015: 

http://fas.org/news/usa/1993/usa-930921.htm. 
36 General (Ret.) David Petraeus captured the shadows of Afghanistan and Iraq well during a phone 

interview (August 25, 2016) and email exchange (September 8, 2016) with the author.   

http://fas.org/news/usa/1993/usa-930921.htm
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States must “accept that we can rarely solve other people’s problems.37”  When not 

smitten with a case of isolationism, this can be hard for a nation of “do-gooders” that 

sometimes acts as if no task is too difficult.  Yet Lebanon, Somalia, Iraq, and Afghanistan 

have taught us that even non-state actors can force an unfavorable outcome for the 

United States.  Even if they do not win outright on the battlefield, they can raise the costs 

above that which the country is willing to pay.38  This makes bringing American military 

power to bear in effective ways challenging.  This is especially true in an era of 

asymmetric and urban warfare, and given a high premium on the discriminating 

application of force to avoid civilian casualties and other collateral damage.  None of 

this means that America should never act militarily, or that there is one universally 

appropriate answer to wartime sunk cost traps.  There are times and places for 

deescalation, escalation, and hybrid solutions to wartime sunk cost traps.  

Presidential sunk cost traps present sticky dilemmas.  By the time they find 

themselves in one, Commanders-in-Chief have invested substantially to reach their 

aspiration levels, so have an incentive to double down.  However, the limits of American 

power, or interests elsewhere, may exert an opposing pull.  Whatever they decide, 

Presidents’ decisions in such situations will determine whether to invest more lives, 

                                                      

37 Lake, Anthony. 6 nightmares: real threats in a dangerous world and how America can meet them. Little, Brown, 

2000: 131, 154. 
38 Lake, Anthony. 6 nightmares. Little, Brown, 2000: 99. 
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time, money, and effort—whether or not the initial intervention decision was of 

questionable strategic logic.  The way those decisions play out, as these cases show, also 

contribute significantly to either reinforced, or new, “shadows.”  The impact of historical 

lessons across these cases raises the question as to how—in a practical sense—historical 

lessons influence presidential decision-making during wartime sunk cost traps.  The 

answer to that question is the primary subject of the next section. 

How do Historical “Lessons” Influence Presidents’ Sunk Cost 
Traps? 

“History offers no manual of instructions that can be applied automatically;  

history teaches by analogy, shedding light on the likely  

consequences of comparable situations.39” 

Presidential “sunk cost traps” in Lebanon, Somalia, Iraq, and Afghanistan show 

that historical lessons are “baked in,” forming a decision filter through which analytical 

arguments are interpreted.40  The “baked in” nature of these lessons means that they 

influence presidents’ decision calculus—whether or not explicitly discussed—by 

affecting perspectives about risk, tradeoffs, and anticipated regret of making various 

war policy changes.  Presidents and their advisors sometimes make decisions while 

                                                      

39 Kissinger, Henry. Crisis: The Anatomy of Two Major Foreign Policy Crises. Simon and Schuster, 2003: 37. 
40 Lessons are like analogies but can run deeper and become subconscious influencers.  Analogies require 

deliberate comparison, and recognition of similarities or differences.  Historical lessons, however, can 

become “baked in” influencers that consciously or subconsciously influence the nature of the debate. 
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expressly recognizing the linkage to historical lessons.  That was the case with Bush in 

Iraq and Obama in Afghanistan.   

In other cases, the available evidence does not definitively confirm or deny that 

presidents themselves thought specifically about certain lessons when making their 

decisions.  That is true with Reagan and Clinton.  Clinton may not have thought about 

Vietnam when deciding about Somalia.  However, it is likely, if not probable, that he 

did.  Clinton had developed deeply engrained views about U.S. involvement in the 

Vietnam War while working for Senator Fulbright as a college student during that 

conflict.  Further, those views appear to have had a general influence on his later 

decision-making as president, and probable impact on his Somalia decision.41  What the 

available evidence does specifically confirm is that Clinton asked an advisor how 

Reagan survived politically after pulling out of Lebanon.42  This illustrated that recent 

lessons of avoiding a quagmire and surviving politically were on his mind in his sunk 

cost trap—if not immediately tied to the U.S. experience in Vietnam.  

When presidents make decisions not explicitly thinking of the relevant historical 

“lessons” influencing those decisions, it does not mean the same is true of their advisors.  

                                                      

41 Clinton, Bill.  My Life.  Knopf, New York (2004): 103.  See also:  Fulbright, J. William. "Fatal Arrogance of 

Power." New York Times Magazine (1966): 28-29.  Fulbright, J. "William: The Arrogance of Power." New York 

(1967). 
42 Drew, Elizabeth. On the Edge: The Clinton Presidency. Simon and Schuster, 1994: 326.  Stephanopoulos, 

George. All too human: A political education. Back Bay Books, 2008: 217. 



 

 

499 

This was the case for Reagan with Lebanon.  Secretary of Defense Weinberger’s advice 

to leave was influenced by Vietnam; like in that conflict, he saw mission creep, an 

operation of debatable national interest, and a situation without prospects for a 

successful outcome given the resources applied.43  So, even if presidents do not consider 

the lesson directly, some of their officials often do, impacting the pros and cons upon 

which presidents then weigh various options.  The risks, or tradeoffs, that advisors 

highlight come from past examples of how similar decisions in similar situations have 

played out in the past.  That leads to reinforcement of decisions that seem to have 

played out positively and regret of those that have not.  The expectation is that similar 

decisions will yield comparable results in the current scenario.  Anticipation of regret 

based on past failures steers presidents—whether directly, or through advisors and 

sometimes supplemented by opposition in Congress, toward the course they least 

anticipate regretting. 

Presidents and advisors may think they are basing their decisions simply on the 

tapestry created by a host of complicated decision factors—a cost-benefit calculus.44  

What they do not always realize, however, is that historical “lessons” have already been 

                                                      

43 Weinberger, Caspar. "Fighting for peace: Seven critical years in the Pentagon." New York 218 (1990).  

Shultz, George P. Turmoil and Triumph: Diplomacy, Power, and the Victory of the American Deal. Simon and 

Schuster, 2010. 
44 Powell, Colin.  Phone interview with the author, August 8, 2016. 
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“baked” into those factors.  Traumatically learned war “lessons” have been “baked” into 

the psyche of elites in the executive branch, military leaders, Congressmen and Senators, 

average Americans which influence popular opinion, and the comparisons used by the 

media.  These lessons affect the operating context and influence which analytic 

arguments are most persuasive, causing some to be more convincing than others.  Thus, 

even if subconsciously or under a different pretext, “lessons” are often the fundamental 

rationale for advice given and decisions taken.45   

The reason this pattern occurs is because lessons learned from traumatic wars 

and events in American history are indelibly written on peoples’ psyches.  This is 

especially so for current and aspiring U.S. leaders.  There is variance in how these 

lessons are interpreted and applied to contemporary conflicts.  However, there is 

enough similarity on key lessons—such as the ones observed in these cases and 

described in this dissertation, that collective understanding exists.  If it were not so, 

lawmakers or the media could not utilize short form monikers such as “Iraq: Bush’s 

Vietnam.”   

My argument does not require advisers or presidents to communicate explicitly 

the lessons upon which they are basing their advice or making their decisions.  Thus, my 

                                                      

45 The pattern described here emerged from rigorous research of these cases, involving many interviews 

with principal advisors, and other primary source material, including archival research at presidential 

libraries. 
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theory does not require that lessons and accompanying, anticipated regret be captured 

explicitly in verbal discussion, conscious thought, or written memoranda.  For instance, 

presidents may not say that, “a Vietnam era lesson to avoid a quagmire is applicable to 

what is going on right now in Lebanon (or Somalia).  Therefore, I am going to withdraw 

troops because I have anticipated regret of this contemporary conflict becoming my own 

quagmire if I escalate or continue the status quo.”   

The connection is certainly clearer when there are references to this effect.  

However, the impact may still be strong apart from that explicit acknowledgement—

and be evident in presidents’ words and emotionally charged appeals to the American 

public.  Presidents’ communication along the following lines still establishes an 

undeniable connection between lessons learned, anticipated regret, and sunk cost trap 

decision-making.  “Time and distance from the events of September the 11th will not 

make us safer unless we act on its lessons.  America is no longer protected by vast 

oceans.  We are protected from attack only by vigorous action abroad, and increased 

vigilance at home.46”  “If American forces step back before Baghdad is secure, the Iraqi 

                                                      

46 Bush, George W. State of the Union Address to the 107th Congress, January 29, 2002, Selected Speeches of 

President George W. Bush: 2001-2009: 107, accessed May 6, 2018, available at:  

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjd

pJSs3PLaAhUK24MKHSSyDb8QFggpMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fgeorgewbush-

whitehouse.archives.gov%2Finfocus%2Fbushrecord%2Fdocuments%2FSelected_Speeches_George_W_Bush

.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3d_uOOlUhBHYUSD2u6pUwk. See also p. 168, 216, 265, and: Bostdorff, Denise M. 

“George W. Bush's Post-September 11 Rhetoric of Covenant Renewal:  Upholding the Faith of the Greatest 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjdpJSs3PLaAhUK24MKHSSyDb8QFggpMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fgeorgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov%2Finfocus%2Fbushrecord%2Fdocuments%2FSelected_Speeches_George_W_Bush.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3d_uOOlUhBHYUSD2u6pUwk
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjdpJSs3PLaAhUK24MKHSSyDb8QFggpMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fgeorgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov%2Finfocus%2Fbushrecord%2Fdocuments%2FSelected_Speeches_George_W_Bush.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3d_uOOlUhBHYUSD2u6pUwk
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjdpJSs3PLaAhUK24MKHSSyDb8QFggpMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fgeorgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov%2Finfocus%2Fbushrecord%2Fdocuments%2FSelected_Speeches_George_W_Bush.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3d_uOOlUhBHYUSD2u6pUwk
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjdpJSs3PLaAhUK24MKHSSyDb8QFggpMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fgeorgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov%2Finfocus%2Fbushrecord%2Fdocuments%2FSelected_Speeches_George_W_Bush.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3d_uOOlUhBHYUSD2u6pUwk
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government would be overrun by extremists on all sides.  We could expect an epic battle 

between Shia extremists backed by Iran, and Sunni extremists aided by Al Qaeda …. A 

contagion of violence could spill out across the country – and in time, the entire region 

could be drawn into the conflict.47”  Bush’s lesson learning from 9/11 shows that “the 

9/11 attacks gave the Bush presidency a clear focus: to protect the American people at 

home and defeat terrorism abroad.  The Bush administration’s response to the attacks 

combined military action overseas and strong defensive measures at home.48”  This 
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https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/911-anniversary-twin-towers-george-bush-us-war-on-terror-september-11-how-george-w-bush-reacted-to-a7235641.html
https://www.realclearpolitics.com/video/2018/04/18/former_president_george_w_bush_fears_people_are_forgetting_the_lessons_of_911.html
https://www.realclearpolitics.com/video/2018/04/18/former_president_george_w_bush_fears_people_are_forgetting_the_lessons_of_911.html
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjdpJSs3PLaAhUK24MKHSSyDb8QFggpMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fgeorgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov%2Finfocus%2Fbushrecord%2Fdocuments%2FSelected_Speeches_George_W_Bush.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3d_uOOlUhBHYUSD2u6pUwk
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjdpJSs3PLaAhUK24MKHSSyDb8QFggpMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fgeorgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov%2Finfocus%2Fbushrecord%2Fdocuments%2FSelected_Speeches_George_W_Bush.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3d_uOOlUhBHYUSD2u6pUwk
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjdpJSs3PLaAhUK24MKHSSyDb8QFggpMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fgeorgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov%2Finfocus%2Fbushrecord%2Fdocuments%2FSelected_Speeches_George_W_Bush.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3d_uOOlUhBHYUSD2u6pUwk
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjdpJSs3PLaAhUK24MKHSSyDb8QFggpMAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fgeorgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov%2Finfocus%2Fbushrecord%2Fdocuments%2FSelected_Speeches_George_W_Bush.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3d_uOOlUhBHYUSD2u6pUwk
https://millercenter.org/president/gwbush/foreign-affairs
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influenced a different outcome in his sunk cost trap than that taken by Presidents 

Reagan and Clinton whose administrations were focused on avoiding another Vietnam-

like quagmire. 

On other occasions presidents’ or advisors’ articulation is not so clear, (as with 

Somalia), or becomes clearer afterward, (as with Lebanon).  Either way, traumatically 

learned lessons are “baked in” influencers affecting the nature of the debate across the 

spectrum of relevant domains.  They influence opposition arguments, peak the public’s 

instincts for or against a conflict, stir media headlines as well as shape their choices on 

what to report, and elevate passions among influential Congressmen.  Whether already 

codified at the point of decision (as with the Iraq War surge)49 or afterward (as in 

Lebanon),50 traumatically learned historical lessons affect bureaucratic struggles over 

important war policy decisions.  This was true even at the time of Reagan’s withdrawal 

of Marines from Lebanon, despite their codification happening months later.51  Referring 

                                                      

49 General David Petraeus and his team captured the principles that led to the Iraq Surge and adopting a 

counterinsurgency strategy in the military’s Counterinsurgency Field Manual (FM 3-24) a year before 

President Bush’s decision.  See: Army, F. M. "FM 3-24." Counterinsurgency, December (2006): 1-37. 
50 Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger and his Senior Military Assistant, Major General Powell, codified 

what became known as the Weinberger-Powell Doctrine after U.S. intervention in Lebanon to guide future 

presidential decision-making.  Weinberger was motivated to capture these principles in a concise and 

persuasive manner because he had had such a challenging time convincing President Reagan to rethink 

American involvement in Lebanon over the case for engagement made by Secretary of State George Shultz. 

See: Weinberger, Caspar. "Fighting for peace: Seven critical years in the Pentagon." New York 218 (1990). 

Also: Weinberger, Caspar. “The Uses of Military Power,” Nov. 28, 1984.   
51 Weinberger codified them more than nine months later in November.  Weinberger, Caspar.  “The Uses of 

Military Power,” November 28, 1984. 
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to Lebanon, Somalia, Iraq, or Afghanistan as turning into “another Vietnam” was short 

hand for the lessons drawn from American engagement in the Vietnam War and the 

desire to avoid another such quagmire.   

This shared understanding and colloquial terminology demonstrates that 

traumatically learned lessons become “baked” into Washington’s decision calculus.  

Whether rightly or wrongly interpreted, they have the power to shape domestic politics 

in D.C. and popular opinion around the country.  Given these challenges, it is important 

future presidents and policy makers learn the lessons and implement best practices 

gleaned from analysis of these cases.  The next couple sections first capture emergent 

lessons and then build on them with five policy prescriptions designed to help future 

presidents prevent or mitigate wartime sunk cost traps.52 

Emergent Lessons 

“Battles matter, but typically wars are won or lost strategically and politically.53” 

Presidents’ frequent inability to make timely and effective strategic policy 

adaptations in sunk cost traps illustrate renowned strategist Colin Gray’s points in these 

                                                      

52 The policy prescriptions also draw on initial research and contrasting analysis from a “sunk cost 

opportunity.”  President George H. W. Bush’s decision not to add an additional objective of removing Iraqi 

President Saddam Hussein from power during the Persian Gulf War despite experiencing tremendous rapid 

success on his initial aim of removing Iraq’s Army from Kuwait is the sunk cost opportunity case study. 
53 Gray, Colin S. “What should the U.S. Army Learn from History?  Recovery from a Strategy Deficit.” 

Strategic Studies Institute, July 2017, p. 41.   
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topline quotes.  Rather than individual battles or events, policy decisions during my cases, 

and their timing, were the critical factors influencing the wars’ eventual outcomes.  

Historical “lessons” shaped those policy decisions.  They were important compasses to 

which presidents referred while in their sunk cost traps.  When actual costs, benefits, and 

prospects for success replaced their initial pre-war expectations, when the stakes were 

high and time was short, traumatically engrained lessons pointed the way out.54  

Historical “lessons” inform and guide presidential adjustments to aspiration levels and 

policies because—whether appropriately applied or not—they provide insights into likely 

challenges, potential alternative futures, possibilities for victory, and probable outcomes.55   

Before military engagement, historical “lessons” can be important, but during wars 

they can take on added significance.  Before military intervention, optimism about the 

prospects for success and the ability to accomplish important goals lead presidents to 

establish ambitious aspiration levels.  This was true in each of the four cases.  Reagan 

sought to counter Soviet influence in the Middle East and bring peace between Israel and 

some of her Arab neighbors, particularly Lebanon and Syria.  Clinton desired to expand 

American foreign policy from a policy of containment to democracy promotion.  For a 

                                                      

54 Petraeus, David Howell. The American military and the lessons of Vietnam: a study of military influence and the 

use of force in the post-Vietnam era. Princeton University, 1987. 
55 Khong, Yuen Foong. Analogies at War: Korea, Munich, Dien Bien Phu, and the Vietnam Decisions of 1965. 

Princeton University Press, 1992: 10, 63-64. 
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while, this included nation building in Somalia.  Similarly, Bush and Obama aimed to 

remake the internal political structure of Iraq and Afghanistan as they rid those countries 

of terrorists.   

“Reality checks” during conflict reoriented perspectives and priorities, informed 

by “hard knocks” as to the enemy’s actual capabilities and will.  In most instances 

presidents did not realize as early as they could have that change was necessary.  When 

they did, these realizations required adjustments to the price presidents were willing to 

pay to achieve their aims, adjustments to the aspiration levels themselves, or both.  Reagan 

realized that there were limits to America’s ability to force favorable outcomes in the 

domestic politics of a Middle Eastern country and to bring peace between states in that 

region.  Clinton realized he had other priorities and his aspiration levels were not worth 

the price tag.  Bush and Obama, on the other hand, increased the means and changed the 

ways utilized after realizing that previous efforts were not sufficient to accomplish their 

objectives.   

Given the harsh wartime realities and the shadows (already described) that 

resulted, we should expect new lessons to emerge from these cases, just as they did from 

the Vietnam War.  Table 7.2 captures the strategic lessons contributing to the “shadows” 

these conflicts cast.  Empirical evidence from the cases confirms my premise that recent 

and traumatic events are most impactful as presidents developed war policy changes 
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during this period.  Presidents applied some of these lessons well, but not others.  The 

most notable, captured at the bottom of the chart, is that presidents, like generals, often 

fight the last war.  That is, they develop policy shifts during conflicts based on perceptions 

of what would have won the last conflict.   
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Table 7.2: “Lessons” Emerging from the Cases 

President 

(Case) 

EV1:   

Emergent “Lessons” applicable to Presidential “Sunk Cost Traps” 

 

Reagan 

(Lebanon) 

1. Align means with ends. 

2. Rapidly implement creative, wholistic policy changes. 

3. Presidential reelection is possible after a military setback.56 

 

Clinton 

(Somalia) 

1. Presidential engagement is critical. 

2. Align means with ends. 

3. Rapidly implement creative, wholistic policy changes. 

4. Balance the signals sent to intended and unintended audiences. 

5. Hybrid strategies are a way to handle conflicting pressures. 

6. Presidential reelection is possible after a military setback.57  

September 11, 2001 

 

 

George W. 

Bush 

(Iraq) 

1. Presidential engagement is critical. 

2. Question assumptions & reevaluate progress w/ regular reviews. 

3. Population-centric counterinsurgency can reduce violence.58 

4. Align means with ends. 

5. Rapidly implement creative, wholistic policy changes. 

6. Balance the signals sent to intended and unintended audiences. 

 

 

Obama 

(Afghanistan) 

1. Presidential engagement is critical. 

2. Question assumptions & reevaluate progress w/ regular reviews. 

3. Align means with ends. 

4. Rapidly implement creative, wholistic policy changes. 

5. Balance the signals sent to intended and unintended audiences. 

6. Hybrid strategies are a way to handle conflicting pressures. 

7. Emulating the formula for success from another conflict doesn’t 

always produce similar success. 

Multiple Cases 

 

 

 

1. Presidents, like generals, fight the last war.60 

2. The enemy evolves, also making lessons-based adjustments they  

       draw from previous conflicts.61 

                                                      

56 Stephanopoulos, George. All too human: A political education. Back Bay Books, 2008: 217. 
57 Stephanopoulos, George. All too human: A political education. Back Bay Books, 2008: 217. 
58 LTG Stanley McChrystal, the Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC) Commander during the Iraq 

surge, was known to emphasize a related, operational level lesson: “It takes a network to defeat a [terrorist] 

network.” 
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All59 

 

3. Non-state actors can impose disproportionate costs. 

4. Presidential engagement is critical. 

5. Question assumptions & reevaluate progress w/ regular reviews. 

6. Align means with ends. 

7. Rapidly implement creative, wholistic policy changes. 

8. Balance the signals sent to intended and unintended audiences. 

 

Some of the lessons captured in Table 7.2 were initially implemented poorly or not 

at all, but later improved upon.  Most were critical time and again.  All cases illustrate that 

there are limits to American military power and will.62  These lessons are not as traumatic 

as either the Vietnam or 9/11 ones, and they will likely not result in a new sunk cost 

dilemma approach.  However, they do point to some commonalities that lead to policy 

prescriptions that can help future presidents avoid, or respond to, their own sunk cost 

dilemmas. 

Policy Prescriptions  

“The most serious weakness in the American way of war since World War II 

 has been what deserves to be labeled the strategy deficit.63” 

                                                      

 

60 Presidents act upon “lessons” learned from the most recent, relevant, and traumatic event, per my 

framework. 
61 Stern, Jessica. "The Protean Enemy." Foreign Affairs. 82 (2003): 27-40. 
59 The lessons in Table 7.2, if followed, can help future presidents demonstrate how best to avoid or mitigate 

“sunk cost traps.”  They, however, are not restricted to mid-conflict policy shifts.  Most pertain to a broad 

view of national security policy, domestic and international politics, as well as to understanding enemies.   
62 Bacevich, Andrew J. The limits of power: The end of American exceptionalism. Metropolitan Books, 2008. 
63 Gray, Colin S. “What should the U.S. Army Learn from History?  Recovery from a Strategy Deficit.” 

Strategic Studies Institute, July 2017, p. 10.  See also: Linda Robinson, Paul D. Miller, John Gordon IV, Jeffrey 
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Across my case studies, presidents’ course corrections took between four months 

(Clinton) and three and a half years (Bush) from the time of plausible realization to 

announcement.64  During this time they were incapacitated, lacking understanding of the 

war they were in, and paralyzed by indecision about how better to wage it.  Yet presidents 

need not be prisoners to wartime policy paralysis.  Five policy prescriptions can help 

presidents prevent and mitigate “sunk cost traps.”  These measures follow. 

1) Presidential Engagement Throughout is Essential.   

“‘Bush made crises through neglect and then  

resolved crises through courage[ous engagement].65’” 

Being engaged from beginning to end involves active and critical participation in 

decisions regarding ‘if’ to deploy troops and ‘how’ to employ them.  It involves 

influencing the crafting, implementation, and modification of war policy from before 

committing troops to after bringing them home.  It requires critical questions and 

                                                      

 

Decker, Michael Schwille, and Raphael S. Cohen, Improving Strategic Competence: Lessons from 13 Years of War, 

Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2014. The RAND authors’ number one lesson is: “The making of 

national security strategy has suffered from a lack of understanding and application of strategic art,” p. xii. 
64 Clinton’s four months measures the time from the ambush of UN forces in early June 1993 to his October 

decision to pull U.S. forces out of Somalia.  Bush’s three and a half years measures the time from the 

Coalition Provisional Authority’s declarations of deba’athification and disbanding the Iraqi Army, which 

quickly resulted in a wide spread insurgency, to his sunk cost trap policy announcement January 10, 2007. 
65 Bush speechwriter David Frum in:  Baker, Peter. “George W. Bush: The Decider and Delegator,” in: 

Maxmillian Angerholzer III, James Kitfield, Norman Ornstein, Stephen Skowronek, eds. Triumphs and 

Tragedies of the Modern Presidency, Center for the Study of the Presidency and Congress, Praeger: Santa 

Barbara, CA, 2001: 309. 
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continually relooking assumptions.  It is providing materiel and political support to the 

effort.  Presidents must ensure military strategy supports policy aims, and they must 

hold commanders responsible for achieving the military successes necessary to support 

political goals.  Being engaged enables changing course in a timely manner to be 

successful or to prevent greater loss.  Being engaged means Commanders-in-Chief—not 

generals—are ultimately responsible for the war effort and its outcome.   

Being engaged enables recognizing and admitting the extent of the problem 

sooner rather than later.  It also enables an accurate understanding of the art of the 

possible—based on the nature of the war and presidents’ aspiration levels.66  In my 

cases, presidents except for Obama recognized, admitted, and addressed the problem 

only after multiple indicators that problems existed had passed.  Presidents Reagan, 

Clinton, and Bush experienced unfavorable war developments longer than was 

necessary because they were not actively engaged from the beginning.  Reagan long 

refused to resolve the debate between his two principal cabinet members, Secretary of 

State George Shultz who favored American intervention in Lebanon, and Secretary of 

Defense Caspar Weinberger who did not.  Despite the massacre of UN forces four 

months before the Battle of Mogadishu, raids that yielded nothing, repeated requests for 

                                                      

66 Clausewitz, Carl von. "On War, trans. Michael Howard and Peter Paret." (1976).  Fehrenbach, Theodore 

Reed. "This kind of war." New York (1963).  Gray, Colin S. Fighting Talk: Forty Maxims on War, Peace, and 

Strategy. Greenwood Publishing Group, 2007. 
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heavy armor and aircraft support, and a downed helicopter the week prior, Clinton did 

not direct a clear change in war policy—not one that made it to the troops on the 

ground.67  Despite sectarian war that increased over time and boarded on a full blown 

civil war, Bush took three years from the completion of major combat operations to 

swing the policy review into high gear.   

Being engaged and willing to make a major policy change is difficult for several 

reasons, including preoccupation with other priorities, or holding tightly to original 

aspiration levels.  Reagan held to his aspiration of stemming Soviet influence in the 

Middle East and of continuing the peaceful solution initially implemented with Israel’s 

exit from Lebanon.  Clinton was engrossed with his domestic agenda and learning to 

govern rather than the intervention in Somalia.  Bush deferred to his generals’ thoughts 

about how to conduct the Iraq War.  Obama sought change in Afghanistan, but also 

thought he had already embarked upon it.  Meanwhile, he was focused on domestic 

rather than overseas nation building as he sought to bring the United States out of a 

recession.   

Ambiguity of other parties’ aims, third party intervention, apparently temporary 

circumstances, shifting alliances, and other complicating dynamics also cloud reality.  

                                                      

67 This lack of a new war policy was mentioned by each of the multiple people on the ground in Somalia and 

at their higher headquarters with whom I talked.  This included Dale Shrader, one of the downed pilots, his 

wife who was a military logistician there, a special forces operator, and an intelligence analyst. 
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These factors led these presidents to continue with the status quo much longer than they 

should have.  Reagan faced uncertainty about how Lebanese militia groups, the Syrian 

military, and Russia would respond to forceful American actions.  Clinton and his 

administration dealt with an evolving United Nations mandate, balancing that with his 

own aspirations and military requests for heavier equipment.  To Bush and his team, the 

Iraqi political situation always seemed close to turning the corner, which they thought 

would facilitate national reconciliation and decreased violence.  Obama did not know 

how many additional troops NATO and other partner nations would contribute if he 

surged, plus the effects of his first two escalations were not yet evident as the forces had 

not all arrived in theater. 

Despite the challenges, presidents can change the seemingly unchangeable—but 

not always to mission accomplishment.  Presidents can change priorities, and hence the 

resources allocated for a mission.  They and their principal advisors can question 

foundational assumptions, direct a zero-based review, redefine the problem, and prod 

the development of creative solutions that utilize all applicable elements of national 

power.  Sometimes presidents use these measures to adjust course by cutting losses, and 

sometimes by doubling down or conducting a hybrid strategy.  Reagan and Clinton 

determined that they could not achieve their aspiration levels at a price they are willing 

to pay and withdrew forces, though Clinton escalated to facilitate a six-month 
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withdrawal.  After review, Bush and Obama decided they might achieve at least a 

version of what they were after if they increased the means they were employing.   

The contrast in results can be significant when a president is engaged.  Among 

my cases, this is seen most clearly once Bush decided on a new war policy for the Iraq 

War.68  President Bush eventually got engaged after prodding from multiple fronts, 

including by Supreme Command author Eliot Cohen.  Cohen argued that presidential 

leadership in crafting and adjusting war policy leads to better outcomes.69   Following 

Bush’s reevaluation and change in Iraq War policy, Cohen’s thesis played out and the 

contrast in results was stark.  Population support went up.  Control of territory 

increased significantly, and violence went down remarkably.70      

Presidential engagement can facilitate the development of a successful war 

strategy, but its implementation also requires presidential attention.  In America one of 

                                                      

68 This contrast in results is not applicable in the other cases.  When Presidents Reagan and Clinton got 

involved, they opted to bring forces home.  Upon taking office, and especially in the fall of his first year, 

President Barack Obama was engaged in deciding and shaping war policy in Afghanistan.  He might have 

reaped fruit from his engagement had he done a better job of scaling down his aims instead of increasing his 

means, thereby bringing his political ends and means in alignment (see Policy Prescription #3).   
69 For his argument, like the one made to President Bush, see: Cohen, Eliot A.  Supreme command: Soldiers, 

statesmen and leadership in wartime.  Simon and Schuster, 2012. 
70 See:  Bolten, Joshua. Interview: CPH, SMU, May 15, 2015, accessed July 1, 2016: 

https://vimeo.com/128817283.  Ricks, Thomas E. The gamble: General David Petraeus and the American military 

adventure in Iraq, 2006-2008. Penguin, 2009.  Baker, Peter. Days of fire: Bush and Cheney in the White House. 

Anchor Books, 2014.  Broadwell, Paula, and Vernon Loeb. All In: The Education of General David Petraeus. 

Penguin, 2012.  The metrics that mattered most, social and political reconciliation, were not reached, but 

arguably were derailed by future policy decisions on the part of both American and Iraqis that led to the 

U.S. military’s departure by the end of 2011.   

https://vimeo.com/128817283
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the requirements for successful war policy implementation is that the Commander-in-

Chief also be the Rallier-in-Chief.  The democratic election cycle attunes presidents to 

the political winds related to their policies.  Ultimately, they require popular support for 

reelection and for successful policy.  Thus, presidents’ rationale for war is important 

because it can help build and maintain public support.  When Americans are war weary 

or the importance of U.S. involvement is not clear, this becomes especially critical.  The 

Commander-in-Chief must explain the objective and the stakes clearly.71  The Rallier-in-

Chief must make a strong case that the benefits are worth the costs and that the strategy 

employed has good prospects for success.72  Bush rallied the American people and 

Congress by stating his case, changing his commander on the ground, changing 

strategies, levying more resources to the effort, and bringing his General and 

Ambassador home periodically for congressional hearings.  Making these decisions and 

going to this effort when other priorities beckon is not easy.  However, it can maintain a 

                                                      

71 Duke University Professor Bruce Jentleson made this point during discussion with the author multiple 

times during the fall of 2013.  For an additional explanation applied to the Somalia intervention, see also:  

Thomas Friedman, “The World--Harm’s Way: The U.S. Pays Dearly for an Education in Somalia,” New 

York Times, October 10, 1993, accessed September 29, 2015, available at: 

http://www.nytimes.com/1993/10/10/weekinreview/the-world-harm-s-way-u-s-pays-dearly-for-an-

education-in-somalia.html. 
72 Larson, Eric Victor. Casualties and consensus: The historical role of casualties in domestic support for US military 

operations. Rand Corporation, 1996: 67-71, 94-5; Gelpi, Christopher, and Peter D. Feaver. "Choosing your 

battles: American civil-military relations and the use of force." (2004): 135. 

http://www.nytimes.com/1993/10/10/weekinreview/the-world-harm-s-way-u-s-pays-dearly-for-an-education-in-somalia.html
http://www.nytimes.com/1993/10/10/weekinreview/the-world-harm-s-way-u-s-pays-dearly-for-an-education-in-somalia.html
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president’s freedom of maneuver, preventing a foreclosure of options due to souring 

public opinion.   

Presidential engagement is a necessary but insufficient condition for the 

development and implementation of a successful war policy.  The necessity of regular 

reassessments to facilitate the adjustments that engaged presidents determine are 

needed is the subject of the next policy prescription. 

2) Question Assumptions and Reevaluate Progress with Regular War 
Policy Reviews. 

“Predictions and assumptions about war should never be trusted uncritically.73” 

“‘All armies get it wrong at the beginning … the question is who adapts fastest.74’” 

In each of the sunk cost traps, presidents pursued their aspiration levels for too 

long without questioning or addressing the underlying assumptions.  This is typical as 

“leaders attempt to impose prewar conceptions on the war they are fighting, rather than 

adapt their assumptions to reality.75”  However, “we rarely win wars with the same 

force or the same strategy [that we started them with].  Wars … require leaders to assess 

progress, recognize shortfalls, and resolve gaps in strategy or operational method as the 

                                                      

73 Gray, Colin S. “What should the U.S. Army Learn from History?  Recovery from a Strategy Deficit.” 

Strategic Studies Institute, July 2017, p. 40. 
74 Michael Howard in:  Ricks, Thomas E. The gamble: General David Petraeus and the American military 

adventure in Iraq, 2006-2008. Penguin, 2009: 100. 
75 Murray, Williamson. Military Adaptation in War: With Fear of Change. Cambridge University Press, 2011: 6. 
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conflict evolves.  This assessment and adaptation function is often overlooked.76”  This 

was true for too long during the four sunk cost traps examined herein.  The Iraq War 

presents an especially rich example.  The following paragraphs provide an example of 

Policy Prescriptions #1-2 at work in that case.  They also provide a cautionary tale of 

challenges to navigate while conducting war policy reviews.   

One of the reasons that it took the Bush administration so long to determine how 

badly the Iraq War effort was going was that it hesitated to question the judgment of 

commanders in the field.  This was especially true of someone like General Abizaid who 

was a Lebanese American, a Middle East expert, spoke Arabic fluently, and understood 

the region as well as anyone in government.77  Another reason was due to lessons 

learned from Vietnam and Bush’s attempt to avoid the perceived mistakes President 

Lyndon Johnson had made in micromanaging the military and determining targets from 

the White House.78  Eliot Cohen tried to disabuse Bush of this Vietnam “lesson” during a 

December 2006 session with other outside experts.79  “Cohen rebutted Bush’s Lyndon 

                                                      

76 Hoffman, Frank G. and G. Alexander Crowther. “Strategic Assessment and Adaptation: The Surges in Iraq 

and Afghanistan,” in: Hooker Jr, Richard D., and Joseph J. Collins. Lessons Encountered: Learning from the 

Long War. National Defense University, Fort McNair, D.C., 2015: 146-47. 
77 Hannah, John. CPH, SMU interview: April 27, 2015, accessed July 9, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/131666291. 
78 Baker, Peter. “George W. Bush: The Decider and Delegator,” in: Maxmillian Angerholzer III, James 

Kitfield, Norman Ornstein, Stephen Skowronek, eds. Triumphs and Tragedies of the Modern Presidency, Center 

for the Study of the Presidency and Congress, Praeger: Santa Barbara, CA, 2001: 306-307. 
79 Cohen argued in Supreme Command that presidents who actively led their generals were right to do so and 

produced better wartime results.  See:  Cohen, Eliot A. Supreme command: Soldiers, statesmen and leadership in 

https://vimeo.com/131666291
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Johnson analogy, saying the failure in Vietnam was not micromanagement but a failure 

to force a serious strategic debate.80”  Another reason it took a long time to do a zero-

based review was because of Iraqi political developments (constitution ratification, 

elections, and seating of the government) that led U.S. officials to believe that the current 

strategy might work with just a bit more time.  Unfortunately, events had to spiral 

deeply out of control before it was clear to the administration that a significant policy 

adaptation was necessary.81 

Regular war policy reviews should examine and address such problems of bad 

assumptions and misapplied lessons, as well as rigid strategic approaches unfit to the 

war.  Leaders must adapt to reality instead of being wedded to the plan.  General Casey 

and Ambassador Khalilzad did not.  They should have recognized that the Iraqis would 

not be ready to take control of security according to the timelines under which President 

                                                      

 

wartime. Simon and Schuster, 2012.  Gordon, Michael R., and Bernard E. Trainor. The endgame: The inside story 

of the struggle for Iraq, from George W. Bush to Barack Obama. Pantheon, 2012.  Baker, Peter. Days of fire: Bush 

and Cheney in the White House. Anchor, 2013: 516.  Ricks, Thomas E. The gamble: General David Petraeus and 

the American military adventure in Iraq, 2006-2008. Penguin, 2009.  Kaplan, Fred. The insurgents: David Petraeus 

and the plot to change the American way of war. Simon and Schuster, 2013.  

Woodward, Bob. The War Within: A Secret White House History 2006-2008. New York: Simon & Schuster, 

2008: 84.   
80 Baker, Peter. Days of fire: Bush and Cheney in the White House. Anchor, 2013: 516. 
81 Former Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice indicated that major war policy reviews and change almost 

never happens early because the costs to change are so great.  Moreover, she argued that a slower 

reassessment process is more effective in the end.  Rice, Condoleezza. CPH interview, July 20, 2015, accessed 

June 27, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/134265433. 

https://vimeo.com/134265433
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Bush was operating.  By summer 2006, Casey should have recognized that U.S. politics 

required strategy adjustments, that his Commander-in-Chief wanted a military change, 

and that the military situation required it.  Instead he insisted on minimal changes to the 

status quo.82  Reviews would have provided a further prompt for changes, for President 

Bush to engage Casey and Khalilzad about the current policy, current strategy, and 

changes that were necessary.   

Regardless of how one judges the effectiveness of the Iraq War surge, Bush’s 

decision-making process during his sunk cost trap eventually addressed these 

deficiencies.  He and his advisers realized that they must be more engaged83 (Policy 

Prescription #1), and that some of their assumptions were incorrect.  They began to 

recognize that the military coalition could not build in Iraq without first establishing 

security.84  They also came to believe that protecting the Iraqi populace should replace 

                                                      

82 Gordon, Michael R., and Bernard E. Trainor. The endgame: The inside story of the struggle for Iraq, from George 

W. Bush to Barack Obama. Pantheon, 2012.  Baker, Peter. Days of fire: Bush and Cheney in the White House. 

Anchor, 2013: 516.  Ricks, Thomas E. The gamble: General David Petraeus and the American military adventure in 

Iraq, 2006-2008. Penguin, 2009.  Kaplan, Fred. The insurgents: David Petraeus and the plot to change the American 

way of war. Simon and Schuster, 2013.  Woodward, Bob. The War Within: A Secret White House History 

2006-2008. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2008. 
83 Bolten, Joshua. Interview: Center for Presidential History (CPH), Southern Methodist University (SMU), 

May 15, 2015, accessed July 1, 2016: https://vimeo.com/128817283. 
84 O’Sullivan, Meghan. CPH, SMU interview: May 12, ‘16: 

https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/166466344.   

https://vimeo.com/128817283
https://vimeo.com/album/3353422/video/166466344
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killing the enemy as the main task.85  They came to these realizations through a thorough 

review process (Policy Prescription #2). 

Reviews can offer opportunities for engagement on many levels that facilitate such 

realizations.  Presidents can engage with their ambassador and field commander in 

preparation for and following congressional hearings.  Relevant intelligence and other 

agencies can intentionally update and coordinate their policy approaches with those of the 

State and Defense Departments based on new developments on the ground, threat 

evolution, or changes in the domestic and international contexts.  This can affect the Office 

of National Intelligence, the Central Intelligence Agency, the Federal Bureau of 

Investigations, the Departments of Justice, Treasury, Energy, and Commerce.  Congress 

can exercise their oversight role.  The press can cover the unclassified portions of the 

hearings, and the American people can provide their input to their representatives.  Thus, 

these reviews present natural opportunities to reevaluate the level of effort that the 

operation is worth.  That calculation should be done as measured in time, casualties, and 

money.  Presidents should opt for war continuation only when the benefits that may be 

accrued exceed the costs that will be incurred.86  In other words, they should follow 

                                                      

85 Keane, Jack.  SMU, CPH interview: August 18, 2015, accessed July 11, 2016, at: 

https://vimeo.com/137792537.   
86 Powell, Robert. "War as a commitment problem." International organization 60, no. 1 (2006): 169-203.  

Emphasis mine. 

https://vimeo.com/137792537
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Clausewitz’s injunction to stop waging war as soon as the cost exceeds the value of the 

objective.87   

Policy makers—like generals—should not fight the last war.  They cannot "assume 

that past successes can be replicated merely by performing past actions.88"  Contexts 

vary.  The current war will require different approaches and adaptations than did the 

last.  Conducting regularly scheduled war policy evaluations, involving Congress and 

the press, would be a forcing function to recalibrate ends and/or ways, bringing them 

into alignment (Policy Prescription #3).89  Even if policy makers do not identify the likely 

challenges before war onset, reevaluations that include regular visits to the war’s 

frontlines may uncover them.  For this to happen, though, presidents and their advisors 

must undertake those visits for that purpose—not just for troop morale.  Such consistent, 

systematic azimuth checks can facilitate determination of mistaken assumptions and 

misguided policy.  This is what eventually occurred during the Iraq War once the 

administration undertook a wholesale reassessment.  Yet earlier determination would be 

better.  And even if a war is going relatively well, reappraisals can determine better 

ways to attack the enemy and accomplish U.S. goals.  Reviews are not a silver bullet 

                                                      

87 Clausewitz, Carl von. "On War, trans. Michael Howard and Peter Paret." (1976): 92. 
88 Serena, Chad C. A revolution in military adaptation: the US Army in the Iraq War. Georgetown University 

Press, 2011: 153. 
89 See:  Lute, Doug.  CPH, SMU interview: May 28, 2015, accessed July 12, 2016, at: 

https://vimeo.com/131253237. 
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solution; they will not always produce change, nor will change always lead to victory.  

However, they are more likely to produce needed change than conducting wars without 

regular reviews.  The emphasis is that while relevant changes are not an end unto 

themselves, they are a potential means toward successful war outcomes.  

Whether in a sunk cost trap or progressing toward national goals, if the aim 

warrants military action, it is important enough to conduct reevaluations of progress, 

policy, and strategy.  If the approach is failing to achieve policy ends, the military 

strategy can be changed, the policy goals modified, or the effort abandoned.  

Semiannual reassessments would allow for course corrections no more than six months 

after straying down the wrong direction.  This would improve on the more than ten 

months it took in Lebanon, the three and a half years in Iraq, and the eight years in 

Afghanistan before presidents acted to review war policy.  This policy prescription to 

reevaluate and adjust war policy regularly—before it unmistakably constitutes a “sunk 

cost trap”—can help ensure future U.S. warfighting accomplishes presidents’ aspiration 

levels as quickly as possible and at the least possible cost.   

3) Align Means with Ends 

“More often than commonly assumed (or comfortable to contemplate),  

decision-makers operate not as visionary strategists  
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but as emergency responders to the latest fire alarm.90” 

One of the major reasons presidents end up stuck in a sunk cost trap is a 

misalignment of ends (political objectives) and means (the resources applied to 

accomplish those goals).  The ways employed (military, economic, and diplomatic 

strategies) can also prove a poor fit to achieve the desired aims.  In the words of the 

topline quotation, misalignment of ends and means is a result of not being “visionary 

strategists,” but instead acting as “emergency responders.”  Policy makers and generals 

often do not adequately think through policy’s second and third order effects.  Nor do 

they anticipate or quickly adjust to unanticipated events and unintended consequences.   

Alignment occurs when the means presidents apply to the war effort are capable 

of accomplishing their ends.  Misalignment occurs when that is not the case.  If a 

president’s aspiration levels are significant, but the means he is applying are insufficient 

to achieve them, his war policy lacks ends-means alignment.  The same is true if his 

objectives are small, but he employs significant resources toward their achievement.   

Almost by definition, the latter category—narrow ends and robust means—is not 

a problem in sunk cost traps.91  That situation is more likely to lead to successful 

                                                      

90 VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster: A New History of America's Descent into Vietnam, Harper Collins, 

2018: 297. 
91 Moreover, robust means to accomplish a narrow end is not problematic from a likelihood of achieving 

success perspective.  In fact, American war policy in the Persian Gulf War turned out to follow that 

approach.  President George H. W. Bush quickly, convincingly, and with relatively few casualties achieved 
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accomplishment of ends rather than shocking battlefield tragedy, failure, or a prolonged 

stalemate.  American war policy in the Persian Gulf War followed that approach.  

President George H. W. Bush assembled a massive coalition to oust Iraqi forces from 

Kuwait.  He accomplished that aim quickly, convincingly, and with relatively few 

casualties.   

The first Bush’s rapid success presented the opposite dilemma of a sunk cost 

trap: that of a sunk cost opportunity.  Given the sunk costs of deploying half a million 

troops to the region, Bush could have added another objective – that of removing Iraqi 

President Saddam Hussein from power.  He decided, however, not to widen his 

aspiration level to include Iraqi regime change, a move that would have changed the 

war from a limited to an unlimited one.  Interestingly, just as with the pre-9/11 sunk cost 

traps, Vietnam War lessons influenced that decision-making.  In the Gulf War, it was 

Vietnam’s lesson to keep a narrow objective, use overwhelming force, and ensure a 

clean ending versus a drawn-out quagmire that led to President George H. W. Bush’s 

decision.92   

                                                      

 

his aspirational goals.  The narrow ends and robust means paradigm, then, is only an issue from an 

allocation of resources perspective when considering other policy priorities.  
92 Brent Scowcroft’s written response to the author’s interview questions, September 13, 2016.  Bush, George 

HW, and Brent Scowcroft. A world transformed. Vintage, 1998. I add this case to those in this dissertation for a 

future book project. 
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The Gulf War is an example of how presidents can have a disparity between 

ends and means without experiencing battlefield failure.  Nonetheless, the application of 

more resources than are needed to accomplish an aim is an opportunity cost issue.  It may 

impact other policy priorities.  The attention required to prosecute a war affects 

presidents’ focus on the rest of their policy agenda.  An over-resourced war may rob 

these other issues of time and attention.93 

On the other hand, executing a war with robust ends and insufficient means 

often becomes a real problem.  It was an issue during each of the four major sunk cost 

traps America has faced since the Vietnam War.  Despite the significant goals the United 

States sought in Lebanon, it did not match its means to its ends.  Given the ambitious 

aspiration levels to secure Lebanon, restore peace, and counter Soviet influence in the 

Middle East, one might have expected that President Reagan would have applied robust 

means to accomplish them.  He did not.  The Marine peacekeeping force was relatively 

small.  Moreover, they lacked the requisite training and authorities.  Nor did Reagan 

conduct punitive strikes against those responsible for bombing U.S. facilities.94  Where 

he did use force, it backfired.  Ostensibly, American involvement was as a neutral third-

                                                      

93 Admittedly, it could also open the door to their accomplishment following a successful war prosecution.    
94 This was reportedly due to the difficulty of ascertaining who was behind the attacks on the U.S. embassy 

and the Marine barracks. See: Naftali, Tim. Blind spot: The secret history of American counterterrorism. Basic 

Books, 2009. 
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party power enforcing the peace between the Israeli military and Lebanese militias.  

Firing naval guns at positions held by the militia groups in September 1983 (before the 

barracks bombing) violated the perception of U.S. neutrality, complicating mission 

accomplishment.  Using continued U.S. engagement as a bargaining chip to persuade 

combatants to achieve a better peace would have been a better alignment of ends and 

means.95  It would have leveraged American military strength and ongoing involvement 

to achieve a diplomatic solution. 

Before the Battle of Mogadishu, Clinton’s ends were also out of proportion with 

his means.  Clinton’s aspiration levels had evolved from a humanitarian assistance focus 

to include man hunting and political stability.96  Yet he was not applying the requisite 

resources diplomatically, politically, or militarily to accomplish those robust aims.  

Reflecting on the “Black Hawk Down” tragedy, Clinton determined national interests 

did not warrant expanded or indefinite commitment.97  His main adjustment, therefore, 

was to decrease his aspirations, which I address further below. 

During the first part of the Iraq and Afghan Wars Bush and Obama did not apply 

enough forces, assets, civilian expertise, diplomacy, or political capital to the war effort.  

                                                      

95 United States. Report of the DOD Commission on Beirut International Airport Terrorist Act, October 23, 

1983: 20 Dec. 1983. US Government Printing Office, 1984: 43. 
96 This aspiration level evolution arguably occurred through what scholars and pundits refer to as “mission 

creep”—inching toward an expanded aim and/or resources applied against them.  In the aggregate, the term 

refers to an unintentional expansion, even if individual steps are taken deliberately.   
97 Clinton, Bill.  My Life.  Knopf, New York (2004): 554. 
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Bush’s aspiration levels were significant.  He wanted to rid Iraq of weapons of mass 

destruction, conduct regime change, and bring democracy and stability to Iraq.  The 

number of troops in Iraq, operating from large bases, were unable to provide a secure 

environment for political reconciliation and economic reconstruction.  With violence out 

of control, the resources Bush applied, and the ways in which he utilized them, were not 

sufficient to accomplish his goals.   

A couple years later, Obama sought to correct what he saw as his predecessor’s 

undue economy of force effort against America’s real enemy in Afghanistan: Al Qaeda 

and the Taliban.98  His concern was that Bush had used too few resources to go after what 

he thought should be a major policy effort.  Al Qaeda was the source of the 9-11 attack, its 

leaders were still at large, and violence across Afghanistan was increasing.  These were 

facts that constituted a threat worthy of significant effort in Obama’s eyes.99  These 

examples show that unbalanced ends and means cause dilemmas when the aims are great, 

and the means utilized to achieve them are too limited.  A major war policy change is 

necessary to realign them by cutting losses and deescalating, or by doubling down on the 

conflict to provide more realistic odds of success. 

                                                      

98 Panetta, Leon, and Jim Newton. Worthy fights: A memoir of leadership in war and peace. Penguin, 2014: 290. 
99 Panetta, Leon, and Jim Newton. Worthy fights: A memoir of leadership in war and peace. Penguin, 2014: 290.  

Clinton, Hillary Rodham. Hard choices. Simon and Schuster, 2014.  This is distinct from his Vice President’s 

recommended approach.  Obama sought to increase his means to address the misalignment between ends 

and means.  Joseph (Joe) Biden’s recommended decreasing the ends to counterterrorism focused ones, 

which would require less means than a counterinsurgency or nation-building effort.   
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Successfully navigating the United States out of these sunk cost traps required 

presidents to realign their means with their policy aims.  To realign his ends and means, 

a president can either adjust his aspiration level (ends), and/or the strategies (ways) and 

the resources (means) utilized to accomplish his ends.100  In a sunk cost trap, a president 

adjusting his ends narrows his objectives, making them less ambitious.  This is what 

Reagan did in Lebanon when he chose to pull forces out.  He lowered his aspiration 

level to what had already been achieved (initial peace settlement and Israel’s 

withdrawal from Lebanon).  Meanwhile, he dropped that which had proven elusive 

(Middle East peace and a stable Lebanon).  It is also what Clinton did in Somalia.  He 

claimed success by focusing on the humanitarian assistance provided to the Somalis 

while eschewing nation-building efforts and the hunt for warlords that continued to 

ransack the country and prevent the political stability Clinton had sought.101   

Clinton decreased his aims to supporting reconciliation among Somali clans 

while securely withdrawing troops and transitioning to UN-led efforts.  His hybrid 

approach, though, involved more than decreasing his aspiration levels.  Initially Clinton 

nearly doubled the military assets in and off the coast of Somalia.  He escalated to 

                                                      

100 Lute, Doug.  SMU, CPH interview: May 28, 2015, accessed July 12, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/131253237.  
101 Clinton, Letter to Congress, October 13, 1993.  Clinton, President William J. “Address to the Nation on 

Somalia.” The White House. The American Presidency Project, October 7, 1993, accessed January 7, 2015, 

available at: http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=47180. 

https://vimeo.com/131253237
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=47180
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deescalate.102  He applied the resources necessary to disengage safely and turn over the 

mission to the United Nations and the Somalis themselves.  That was an example of 

decreasing aspiration levels and temporally increasing means.  Together, these steps 

brought Clinton’s ends and means in alignment and led to a successful execution of his 

policy.   

A president keeping his ends constant would have to change his ways and/or 

increase his means to align the two and improve prospects for success.103  This is what 

Bush did in Iraq and what Obama did in Afghanistan.  Bush surged forces and civilians, 

embraced counterinsurgency strategy, and installed new leadership.  By this policy 

change he aimed to correct the ends-means misalignment caused by too few forces 

(means) and an inappropriate strategy of hunkering down on a few big bases (ways) that 

he had been using to achieve ambitious aspirations (a stable, democratic Iraq that was a 

counterterrorism partner).  Similarly, Obama escalated troop levels, sent more civilians, 

conducted regional diplomacy, took up a counterinsurgency approach, and reached out to 

allies to contribute more military forces.  His changes also addressed a lack of balance 

between ends and means.  Both war policy changes rectified ends-means misalignment 

through increased means instead of decreased ends.   

                                                      

102 Clinton’s strategy foreshadowed that offered by Dominic Tierney:  surge, talk, leave.  See:  Tierney, 

Dominic. The Right Way to Lose a War: America in an Age of Unwinnable Conflicts. Little, Brown, 2015. 
103 For simplicity, I sometimes combine ways and means in the term “means.” 
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War policy appraisals (Policy Prescription #2) facilitated these realignments of 

ends and means.  In the pre-9/11 cases, the actual decision process appeared very short.  In 

the Lebanon case, this involved a few minute phone call between Reagan and his Vice 

President, George H. W. Bush.  At the end, Reagan approved a withdrawal from Lebanon.  

This decision came after publicly endorsing the mission just the day prior.  In the Somalia 

case, Clinton’s decision followed a few days of deliberation prompted by the Blackhawk 

Down tragedy.  In both cases, however, the sequence of incidents leading up to these 

distinct decision periods led to reflection about American military involvement.104  So, 

Reagan and Clinton’s decisions had been brewing longer than might be revealed at first 

glance.  Bush and Obama’s decisions were deliberate and lasted months.  In all cases, 

adjustments of ends, ways, and/or means brought them into balance.  These sunk cost trap 

decisions also demonstrated presidential changes made when wartime realities diverged 

from prewar expectations, the subject of the next policy prescription.   

4) Rapidly Implement Creative, Wholistic Policy Changes.   

“It’s a lot easier to start wars than it is to finish them.105” 

Failure to anticipate, learn, and adapt during armed conflict and peacekeeping 

missions can prevent strategic success.106  Only by anticipating, learning, and adapting can 

                                                      

104 Phone interview with Bud McFarlane, April 4, 2016.  Interview with Dr. Peter Feaver, November 5, 2015. 
105 Panetta, Leon and Jim Newton, Worthy Fights: A Memoir of Leadership in War and Peace (New York, 

Penguin Press, 2014): 415. 
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presidents emerge from their sunk cost traps and wrap up their wars.  Although the 

particulars of wars’ developments are impossible to presage, presidents can be assured 

that they will face difficult and unexpected decisions mid-course.  These should not be 

completely unexpected, but sometimes appear to be, as with Clinton and his 

administration being very surprised by the Blackhawk Down tragedy despite an 

American helicopter having been shot down the week prior.107  The previous policy 

prescriptions address the concept that sustained military operations will require 

adaptation, or a new definition of success.108  This policy prescription furthers that 

discussion by urging comprehensive and creative solutions to sunk cost traps, including 

steps to help prevent them.  This is important since, as the section’s topline citation 

indicates, unintended and unexpected consequences makes finishing wars more 

challenging than starting them.   

Before intervention, presidents could identify preconditions under which either 

side might escalate significantly, and then attempt to prevent those from happening.109  

Inherent in that process would be understanding the enemies’ objectives and expectations, 

                                                      

 

106 Cohen, Eliot A. and John Gooch.  Military Misfortunes: The Anatomy of Failure in War, 1991. 
107 Albright, Madeleine Korbel, and William Woodward. Madam Secretary. Miramax Books, 2003: 146-148. 

Clinton, Bill. My Life. Knopf: New York, 2004: 551-555. 
108 General Martin Dempsey in:  Hooker Jr, Richard D., and Joseph J. Collins. Lessons Encountered: Learning 

from the Long War. National Defense University, Fort McNair, D.C., 2015: 257. 
109 Smoke, Richard. Controlling Escalation. Cambridge, Mass, 1977: 266. 
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as well as their own, and preventing the “sense of a closing future” in which only the 

“worst possibilities” remain.110  Based on that analysis, presidents could credibly 

communicate “red line” thresholds and/or a “golden bridge” to adversaries for deterrence 

and conflict “exit ramps” respectively.111  Presidents in my cases eventually pursued exit 

ramps that sometimes included versions of red lines or a golden bridge, but they were not 

quick adaptations to unexpected developments.  In a December 1983 press conference, a 

year and a half after initial intervention, Reagan indicated that a collapse of the Lebanese 

government—though unanticipated—could lead to an American departure.  This 

happened less than two months later.  That was not a golden bridge, nor a red line, but it 

was an exit ramp.  In Somalia, Clinton used a red line to communicate clearly to 

Mohamad Farah Aideed (through Envoy Robert Oakley) that the United States would 

stop hunting Aideed if he returned Chief Michael Durant immediately.  Clinton did this 

four months after forces purportedly linked to Aideed ambushed a UN force.  In Iraq, 

after three and a half years of sectarian violence, Bush forced Iraqi Prime Minister Maliki 

                                                      

110 Smoke, Richard. Controlling Escalation. Cambridge, Mass, 1977: 277, 294-95. 
111 Herman, Kahn. "On escalation: Metaphors and scenarios." (1965).  Bacharach, Samuel B., and Edward J. 

Lawler. Bargaining: Power, Tactics and Outcomes. Jossey-Bass Inc., 433 California Street, San Francisco, CA 

94104, 1981: 93-4; Fearon, James D. "Domestic political audiences and the escalation of international 

disputes." American Political Science Review 88, no. 3 (1994): 577-592.  Fearon, James D. "Rationalist 

explanations for war." International organization 49, no. 3 (1995): 379-414.  Schelling, Thomas C. Micromotives 

and Macrobehavior. WW Norton & Company, 2006.  Morgan, Forrest E., Karl P. Mueller, Evan S. Medeiros, 

Kevin L. Pollpeter, and Roger Cliff. Dangerous Thresholds: Managing Escalation in the 21st Century. Rand 

Corporation, 2008: 165-66. 
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to publicly align himself with U.S. policy intentions before Bush would send additional 

troops.  This was neither a red line nor a golden bridge toward an adversary.  It was part 

of Bush’s decision criteria.  It was also part of what would be his eventual exit ramp 

through persuading partner policy alignment.  In Afghanistan, eight years after 9-11, 

Obama required partner contributions to fill out the U.S. escalation.  He also sought an 

exit ramp by an eighteen-month surge time limit and a plan for security transition to 

Afghans.   

Presidents should also understand the rigid ways in which governmental 

departments often respond to problems—rigidity that can preclude effective solutions.  

Standard operating procedures generally lack nuance and can lead to decision making 

during national crises that is too decentralized and that does not meet the Commander-in-

Chief’s intent.  Presidents need to remember that their cabinet officials and agencies have 

their own bureaucratic agendas, and that those may work at cross purposes with each 

other or with his aims.112  The policy differences between President Ronald Reagan’s 

Secretary of State George Shultz and his Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger 

illustrated this dynamic during American involvement in Lebanon from 1982 to 1984.  

Shultz favored U.S. intervention; Weinberger increasingly became opposed to it.  Further, 

                                                      

112 Allison, Graham T., and Philip Zelikow.  "Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis," 

Boston: Little Brown (1999). 
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use of force preference differences113 may bias generals’ advice in favor of “going heavy” 

to “win” to improve their institutional legitimacy and perceived effectiveness.114  This 

rationale influenced the military chain of command during decision-making about the war 

in Afghanistan.115  In fact, military leaders’ preferences and actions caused President 

Obama to feel like the military was attempting to box him in.116  That happens when 

advisors do not present a full array of options to the president.  Instead of having options 

that span the four quadrants in Figure 7.1, they may all be in one quadrant, with minimal 

differences, and focused solely on troop levels instead of multiple levers of national 

power. 

Figure 7.1 showcases the differences between the Pre-9/11 deescalations (in the 

bottom left quadrant) and the Post-9/11 escalations (in the top right quadrant).  It portrays 

presidents’ sunk cost dilemma decisions in terms of escalation and deescalation, both 

                                                      

113 Gelpi, Christopher, and Peter D. Feaver. "Speak softly and carry a big stick? Veterans in the political elite 

and the American use of force." American Political Science Review 96, no. 4 (2002): 779-793.  Gelpi, 

Christopher, and Peter D. Feaver. "Choosing your battles: American civil-military relations and the use of 

force." (2004). 
114 Cochran, Shawn T. "The Civil–Military Divide in Protracted Small War: An Alternative View of Military 

Leadership Preferences and War Termination." Armed Forces & Society 40, no. 1 (2014): 79.  Cochran, Shawn 

T. The Domestic Politics of Withdrawal from Protracted Small War, Dissertation, University of Chicago, August 

2012. 
115 Groves, Bryan, “Principal-Agent Problems: Why War Strategy Doesn’t Always Match Policy Aims,” 

International Journal of Political Science and Development, February 7, 2015.  It should also be noted that 

military leaders do not always demonstrate a uniform reaction to sunk cost traps.  In the Iraq War, some 

wanted to pursue the status quo (General Casey) and some wanted a radical departure, involving a new 

strategy and more forces (Lieutenant General David Petraeus).   
116 Singh, Vikram.  Phone interview with the author, September 10, 2016. 
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militarily and politically/ diplomatically.  The closer the decisions are positioned to the 

middle of the graph, where the two axes intersect, the less change they proposed and the 

more they resemble status quo efforts.  The inverse is also true.  The farther away from the 

center a decision is, the more change it involved, and the less it resembled the status quo.   

 

 

Figure 7.1:  Conceptual “Sunk Cost Trap” Response Decisions117 

 

 

As portrayed, presidents considered options with different degrees of military 

and political/diplomatic deescalations and escalations.  However, in some cases several 

                                                      

117 I use figures similar to Figure 7.1 in the Introduction Chapter and in each of the case study chapters. The 

legend can change slightly from one chapter to the next to best portray the nuanced options the president 

considered. However, the basic format is always the same—with military and political/diplomatic escalation 

spectrums. 
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options varied little, other than in the number of additional forces added, and 

subsequently, what those forces could accomplish militarily.  Those options reflected a 

gravitation to military options instead of more broadly conceived solutions.118  

Graphically, that resulted in a close grouping of dots along the x-axis.  Yet the four 

quadrants emphasize that a range of options exist, supporting Policy Prescriptions #4-5: 

creative, wholistic approaches to policy and communication.   

For creative presidents, the options are much more diverse than that belied by a 

recent, simplistic focus on force levels—such as in debates over surges in Iraq and 

Afghanistan.  As figure 7.1 shows, presidents can manipulate options in the number of 

additional troops deployed or those withdrawn.  But they can also change the type of 

mission those forces conduct.  They can adjust the intensity of diplomacy undertaken 

and the breadth of its focus bilaterally, regionally, or globally.  They can modify the 

amount of capital expended on domestic politics to secure popular and congressional 

support.  They can determine the pace at which changes will be implemented, within the 

constraints of the U.S. military’s available lift capacity.  They can also determine how 

long to apply certain measures, and their sequencing.   

                                                      

118 Military leaders should be a big part of any discussion on war policy, for sure, but not the only, or even 

necessarily the primary voice.  The need for creativity and unconventional, balanced, or non-military 

generated strategies has served presidents well—such as during the Cuban Missile Crisis—and presidents 

should keep it as a paramount consideration during major national security decisions.   
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Presidents’ combination of these elements involves creativity and can tailor their 

approach based on the specific situation they face. Different adjustments will be 

necessary in different circumstances.  It is a strategic calculation to determine which 

levers to pull, in what order, and for what period, to achieve the desired outcome.119  

Which allies, overseas and at home, are critical?  What type of military strategy should 

they pursue, and which generals are best to lead the war?  How can economics, politics, 

diplomacy, and interagency elements contribute?  It is presidential advisors’ 

responsibility to develop cogent answers to these questions and to develop options 

across the escalation spectrums (most/all four quadrants).  It does the president and the 

nation a disservice when options instead focus only on troop levels.120   

Despite the relative congruence of options presented to them (only differing in 

military force levels and what they could achieve), presidents often implemented 

creative responses.  This was true of Presidents Clinton, Bush, and Obama.  President 

Clinton conducted a hybrid approach: immediate escalation to enhance force protection 

for the transition to the United Nations.  President Bush made a very tough decision 

                                                      

119 When options are close together or all in a single quadrant, it demonstrates that the president’s team did 

not exhibit much creativity in developing options, or that circumstances, combined with presidential 

direction, narrowed the scope of serious options.  In most cases, even if he had not been actively involved in 

directing the intervention up to that point, the Commander-in-Chief chose a course that varied from the 

options presented to him.  That indicates that presidents do not simply accept an option as recommended, 

but have their own ideas of how best to meet their aspiration levels, when taken in context with their other 

policy goals. 
120 This was true of the Afghanistan decision making, and to a lesser degree, the Iraq surge decision making. 
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during the Iraq War to double down on a war that had long being going poorly and 

despite a war weary public.121  President Obama made a similar decision in that he 

escalated, adopted a counterinsurgency strategy, and did so in the face of a war weary 

public.  It was different from Bush’s in that he required a fourth of the surge to come 

from other nations, placed a time constraint on its length, and made his fall 2009 

decision after two escalations just months prior.  Both Bush and Obama’s decisions 

coupled the military surges with civilian ones.  They both utilized civilian, interagency 

elements to join military members on Provincial Reconstruction Teams.  Finally, they 

both conducted regional diplomacy—against Iran and with Pakistan, respectively.  The 

administrations crafted these policies after deliberate reassessment and by incorporating 

elements of policy makers’ proposals along with the military’s options.122 

Even so, there is room for improvement—namely in rapid adaptation when 

reality diverges from expectations.  In the Iraq War case, had civilian policymakers had a 

                                                      

121 For a discussion of Bush’s evolution as a wartime leader, see: Khalilzad, Zalmay. The Envoy, 2016: 283. 
122 Presidents can use multiple advocacy to develop multiple, nuanced options free from manipulation or 

inadvertent groupthink.  See:  George, Alexander L. "The case for multiple advocacy in making foreign 

policy." American Political Science Review 66, no. 3 (1972): 751-785.  They can designate a devil's advocate or a 

Red Team to consider enemy perspectives and alternative futures for wargaming.  The think tanks, outside 

academics, and military leaders (both those retired and not in the chain of command) that provided input 

into the war policy review during the Iraq War served these functions in a loose sense.  They certainly did 

not play an organized, formal Red Team role, but they did provide a fresh perspective to President George 

W. Bush and his administration.  Their analysis helped confirm for Bush that he wanted to increase his 

means (troop levels) and change his ways (strategies and leaders) rather than decrease his aspirations.  This 

was his policy change to realign his means, ways, and ends (Policy Prescription #3); it was his approach to 

getting out of his sunk cost trap.   
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better understanding of what the military can accomplish and exhibited less deference to 

military leaders, they might have changed war policy earlier, bridging the gap between 

means and desired outcomes.  In the Afghanistan War case, Obama did not act in way 

that demonstrated he understood Afghanistan was not Iraq.  He and his national 

security team did not realize that a similar template would not work because of the 

different tribal dynamics, different (mountainous) terrain, greater Al Qaeda (and 

Taliban) sanctuary problems, and no enemy catastrophic failure mechanism.  The 

Golden Dome Mosque bombing was such a mechanism in Iraq.  It contributed to the 

Sunni Awakening and realistic prospects of success against Al Qaeda in Iraq.  There was 

no such opportunity for enemy overreach in Afghanistan because of its population’s 

greater diversity.  Had Obama truly grasped all this, he could have ratcheted down his 

aims, as Vice President Joseph Biden proposed.  Instead, Obama pursued ends-means 

alignment by increasing means and changing the strategy employed. 

The key to prevent, mitigate, or work one’s way out of a wartime sunk cost trap 

is to follow the policy prescriptions laid out here.  They involve early and consistent 

presidential engagement; regular reassessments and adaptations; ends-means 

alignment; rapid, creative, and wholistic responses to the unexpected; and strategic 

communication.  I have covered the first four thus far.  The fifth is the subject of the last 

policy prescription arising from my cases.   
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5) Balance the Signals you Send to Intended and Unintended 
Audiences.  

“Wars generate their own momentum and are governed  

by the iron law of unexpected and unintended consequences.123” 

Effective communication across multiple audiences is critical during wartime 

sunk cost traps.  A couple of these audiences include the American people and 

Congress.  Clinton and his administration failed to engage sufficiently with Congress 

and to inform the American people about the changing nature of the intervention from 

spring to fall 1993.  Following United Nations Security Council Resolutions 814 and 837 

in March and June respectively, the mission shifted from one solely addressing the 

humanitarian crisis to one that included Task Force Ranger’s deployment to hunt 

Mohammad Farah Aideed.  When “Black Hawk Down” happened, the American people 

awoke to find a much different and expanded mission from that initially embarked 

upon.  The result was a domestic push to cut losses, sensing that whatever the 

administration had been up to in Somalia was not worth the costs it entailed.  

On the other hand, regular and clear engagement facilitates support for an 

administration’s war policy amid setbacks.  The administration, and specifically the 

president, must confer regularly with congressional leaders and the public about what 

                                                      

123 VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster: A New History of America's Descent into Vietnam, Harper Collins, 

2018: 274. 
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the mission is, why it is important, what criteria must be met before bringing troops 

home, and what the prospects for success are.  Clear communication on these topics 

stands the best chance of gaining and maintaining support.  This type of engagement in 

sunk cost traps is most important if a president wants to continue a policy that goes 

against the current of domestic political opinion—as President George W. Bush did 

during his Iraq War sunk cost trap.  It is relatively less so if a president wants to change 

his own policy in the direction of majority sentiment—as President Reagan did after the 

Beirut bombing or President Clinton did after “Blackhawk Down.”  

Another facet of communication is that actions can have different effects on 

multiple audiences.  President Reagan’s decision to withdraw Marines from Lebanon in 

February 1984 sent different signals to different audiences.  The American people were 

generally in favor of freeing the country of an overseas entanglement.  Moreover, voters 

did not hold the departure against Reagan later that year when they went to the polls in 

his reelection bid.  Reagan trounced Walter Mondale, winning 49 states and 58.8% of the 

popular vote.124  By so doing, Lebanon revealed that the American public could forgive a 

sitting president for a military setback—that is, leaving an operation on a sour note, after 

a shocking tragedy.  Therefore, Lebanon provides a powerful example that Presidents 

                                                      

124 “1984 Election.” The American Presidency Project. Accessed February 11, 2018, available at:  

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/showelection.php?year=1984.  

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/showelection.php?year=1984
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can let sunk costs remain sunk, and that a military loss does not necessarily condemn 

their reelection prospects.125   

Future terrorists interpreted Reagan’s exit from Lebanon differently; rather than 

illustrating strength by reprioritizing efforts toward more fruitful endeavors, they saw it 

as demonstrating U.S. weakness.  Osama bin Laden referred to the U.S. failure to 

respond to the Beirut embassy and Marine barracks bombings in his 1998 declaration of 

war against America.126  Bin Laden thought that the lack of an American response meant 

that terrorists could strike the United States with impunity, and that doing so could 

contribute to a major change in U.S. foreign policy.  Thus, in some ways, Lebanon set the 

stage for the beginning of America’s current war on terrorism.127   

The “Blackhawk Down” tragedy in Somalia offers another example where the 

president’s response and messaging during a sunk cost trap had varying impacts on 

different audiences.  Clinton’s consultation with Congress and hybrid strategy pacified 

the legislature and satisfied the American public.  Yet some believe the United States 

                                                      

125 Clinton’s reelection in 1996 following his sunk cost trap withdrawal decision provides another such 

example. 
126 Osama bin Laden, Fatwa Declaring War on the United States, 1998, as referenced by Professor Robert F. 

Turner, University of Virginia, in his advance praise for: Geraghty, Timothy J.  Peacekeepers at War: Beirut 

1983-the Marine Commander Tells His Story. Potomac Books, Inc., 2009: xvii.  See also:  Naftali, Tim. Blind spot: 

The secret history of American counterterrorism. Basic Books, 2009. 
127 Geraghty, Timothy J. Peacekeepers at War: Beirut 1983-the Marine Commander Tells His Story. Potomac 

Books, Inc., 2009: xvii.  Naftali, Tim. Blind spot: The secret history of American counterterrorism. Basic 

Books, 2009: chapter 6.  Weinberger, Caspar. Fighting for Peace. University of Leeds, 1991. 
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sent a signal of weakness through its response to the “Black Hawk Down” tragedy.128  

Among those with this view were members of the American military establishment, and 

non-state actors that would declare war on the United States in the coming years.129  Like 

with the U.S. intervention in Lebanon, Al Qaeda saw the American departure as 

premature.  Contrary to Clinton’s professed aim,130 the six-month window between the 

Battle of Mogadishu and the American exit from Somalia did not negate Osama bin 

Laden and Al Qaeda’s view that it was a “cut and run” strategy.131  Rather, they believed 

that two superpowers had been defeated in less than five years by non-state actors.  

First, the Mujahedeen (albeit with American support) forced Soviet withdrawal from 

Afghanistan in 1989.  Second, a Somali warlord pushed the United States out of 

Mogadishu in 1993. 

                                                      

128 See:  Colonel (retired) Kenneth Allard PBS Interview: October 26, 2001.  Colonel Allard indicated that the 

U.S. response to the Battle of Mogadishu displayed weakness to the nation’s adversaries. 
129 See:  (1) Thomas H. Kean (Chair), National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States, 

accessed October 13, 2015, available at: http://www.9-11commission.gov/report/911Report_Ch2.htm, (2) 

Milestone Documents in World History: Exploring the Documents that Shaped the World -- Osama bin 

Laden’s Declaration of Jihad against Americans, 1996, Salem Press, accessed October 13, 2015, available at: 

http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:DMa6U5xmBUwJ:salempress.com/store/pdfs/bin_la

den.pdf+&cd=4&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us, and (3) CNN Wire Staff, “Osama bin Laden, Over the Years,” May 2, 

2011, accessed October 13, 2015, available at: 

http://www.cnn.com/2011/WORLD/asiapcf/05/02/osama.timeline/. 
130 Clinton, Letter to Congress, October 13, 1993.  Clinton, President William J. “Address to the Nation on 

Somalia.” The White House. The American Presidency Project, October 7, 1993, accessed January 7, 2015, 

available at: http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=47180. 
131 Osama bin Laden, Fatwa Declaring War on the United States, 1998. 

http://www.9-11commission.gov/report/911Report_Ch2.htm
http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:DMa6U5xmBUwJ:salempress.com/store/pdfs/bin_laden.pdf+&cd=4&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us
http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:DMa6U5xmBUwJ:salempress.com/store/pdfs/bin_laden.pdf+&cd=4&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us
http://www.cnn.com/2011/WORLD/asiapcf/05/02/osama.timeline/
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=47180
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Obama’s decision to limit the surge in Afghanistan’s duration, announcing its 

end time along with the escalation strategy itself, also sent divergent signals to different 

audiences.  Domestically, it signaled to a war weary country that he wanted to prioritize 

nation-building at home versus abroad.132  To the military, it signaled that their requests 

for additional troops would not be met wholesale and without caveat.  Many in the 

military viewed it as an imprudent move because it set a timeline for withdrawal of the 

additional forces instead of deciding that based on improved security conditions.  This 

was perceived as signaling to American enemies, the terrorists the country was fighting 

in Afghanistan and Pakistan, that they only needed to wait out the United States.  To the 

Afghan government, Obama intended to signal that American commitment had its 

limits, so they needed to act quickly to increase their security and governance capability 

and capacity.133  To the international community it communicated that the end was 

within sight.  Foreign leaders could point to the U.S. president’s timetable as not too far 

off if pressured by their domestic constituencies to abandon the Coalition sooner.   

Three of these cases then—Lebanon, Somalia, and Afghanistan—demonstrate the 

challenges associated with communicating intent during wartime sunk cost traps.  The 

actions one audience interprets a certain way are often seen in another light by others.  

                                                      

132 Obama, Barack.  “Way Forward in Afghanistan.”  Speech at West Point, New York.  December 1, 2009. 
133 Obama, Barack.  “Way Forward in Afghanistan.”  Speech at West Point, New York.  December 1, 2009. 



 

 

545 

No clear right or wrong exists in these situations, but the tradeoffs are critical.  Reagan, 

Clinton, and Obama prioritized the audiences and arguments favorable to deescalating, 

a hybrid strategy, and offering an endgame timeline, respectively.  Other presidents 

would likewise do well to consider the tradeoffs and decide accordingly.   

Finally, it is worth noting that a commonality across all the cases is that there 

were differences between the private rationale and public justifications for the policy 

change decisions.  Presidents and their administrations sought to spin things in one way 

to sell it, but the factors mentioned to the public were not always the primary 

influencers behind closed doors.134  Discrepancies between these private rationale and 

public justifications showed that things were going poorly and the administrations 

knew it, but did not want to acknowledge it openly.  Instead, they tried to put the best 

possible spin on the situations and their responses.   

                                                      

134 For instance, in the Lebanon case, the Reagan administration publicly characterized as “redeployment” 

what they recognized privately as a “withdrawal” of the marines offshore. Since “Reagan had been reluctant 

to admit failure in Lebanon,” referring to the move as a “redeployment” suited him more than the term 

“withdrawal.” See: "Statement on the Situation in Lebanon," February 7, 1984. Online by Gerhard Peters and 

John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, accessed April 30, 2016: 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=39433. Background briefing by senior administration official on 

the situation in Lebanon, point Mugu NAS, California, Office of the Press Secretary, February 7, 1984 in: 

Cannon, Lou. President Reagan: The Role of a Lifetime. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1991: 457, also see p. 456. 

Memo, “MNF Options for the President” January/February 1984 [No specific date], Lebanon–MNF 

(Multinational Force) 1984 (2) folder, box 91136, Near East and South Asia Affairs Directorate: Records, 

Reagan Library. Crist, David B.  “The Joint Chiefs of Staff and Limits to the Use of Military Power in 

Lebanon, 1982-1984,” Special Historical Study 8, Top Secret Report—Unclassified Portion, Joint History 

Office, OCJCS, Washington, D.C., 2015: 70. Documents 256 and 258: Announcements regarding the 

Redeployment of Marines to Ships off the coast of Lebanon, American Foreign Policy Current Documents. 

Washington: Dept. of State, February 7, 1984. 

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=39433
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Policy Prescriptions – Final Thoughts: 

“War is always a policy gamble.135” 

“Great powers can make great mistakes.136” 

As Gray’s first topline quotation indicates, and as an echo of the military theorist 

Carl von Clausewitz before him, war extends beyond the military to the political realm.  

The stakes are usually high.  The outcomes are uncertain.  The enemy gets a vote in how 

things turn out.  Once the “dogs of war” are unleashed, forces and dynamics beyond 

presidential control begin to play out.  Asymmetric warfare, third party intervention, 

enemy adaptations and resilience, and swings in popular opinion form a challenging maze 

for Commanders-in-Chief to navigate.  Thus, presidents must choose interventions, war 

policy, and strategic adaptations wisely and in a timely manner.137  In doing so they must 

be actively engaged and creative.  For “there is little reason to believe that strategic success 

in the future would not depend on the same qualities that generated successful strategy 

                                                      

135 Gray, Colin S. “What should the U.S. Army Learn from History?  Recovery from a Strategy Deficit.” 

Strategic Studies Institute, July 2017, p. 46, [emphasis added]. 
136 Gray, Colin S. “What should the U.S. Army Learn from History?  Recovery from a Strategy Deficit.” 

Strategic Studies Institute, July 2017, p. 43. 
137 Colin Gray gets at some of this when he says, “War should only be waged with strategic sense.”  Gray, 

Colin S. “What should the U.S. Army Learn from History?  Recovery from a Strategy Deficit.” Strategic 

Studies Institute, July 2017, p. 48. 
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and adaptation in the past—proactive rather than reactive choices, [and] flexibility over 

rigidity … in applying force in the pursuit of political goals.138” 

Gray’s second topline statement is an important warning for the United States.  

Despite America’s great strength, its continued vitality depends upon wise leadership.  

Decisions about when to intervene matter, but so too do decisions regarding strategic 

adaptations.  Cutting losses—despite sunk costs—is the prudent approach when 

accomplishment of policy aims is not worth the likely cost.  On the other hand, doubling 

down can be done in a sunk cost trap—even after many years of war—but requires 

tremendous presidential commitment and involvement.139  These dynamics had 

application during the Vietnam War, as well as in the major sunk cost traps since.  

Limitations and Future Research 

My findings are bounded by the specificity of the sunk cost trap decision it can 

forecast, the type of war policy change I examined, and in time.  Knowing the dominant 

“lesson” and/or the anticipated regret likely to shape presidents’ sunk cost decision-

                                                      

138 Hoffman, Frank G. and G. Alexander Crowther. “Strategic Assessment and Adaptation: The Surges in 

Iraq and Afghanistan,” in: Hooker Jr, Richard D., and Joseph J. Collins. Lessons Encountered: Learning from the 

Long War. National Defense University, Fort McNair, D.C., 2015: 148. 
139 As in Iraq (and Afghanistan), lasting success may require follow through on various implementation 

fronts by the following president and leaders in foreign countries, making attainment of policy objectives 

even more elusive.  President Obama and Iraqi President Maliki’s failure to extend the Status of Forces 

Agreement (SOFA) to keep U.S. forces in the country beyond 2011 contributed to ISIS’ return.  The resiliency 

of groups ranging from the Taliban to the Haqqani network and others led to ongoing U.S. commitments in 

Afghanistan from Presidents Bush, Obama, and Donald Trump. 
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making enables general forecasting of the baseline strategy they will employ.  If new 

“lessons” have affected the current president, he or she may depart from the last lesson 

utilized in a major “sunk cost trap.”  A scholar, practitioner, or other person must 

therefore know the dominant lesson driving the president and/or the accompanying 

regret that it engenders in him.  Even this understanding has limits to its predictive 

ability though.  It can lead to an accurate forecast of whether the Commander-in-Chief 

will generally deescalate or escalate, but not whether he will employ a hybrid policy.  

Because some presidents strongly anticipate regretting both another major incident and 

a quagmire—as did Clinton in Somalia and Obama in Afghanistan, they sometimes 

employ creative hybrid solutions.  This theory is unable to account for the specific shape 

those decisions will take, other than to suggest that a hybrid approach may be the likely 

outcome for presidents influenced by multiple lessons.  Additionally, it is unable to 

foreshadow whether a policy adjustment will involve phased implementation timing or 

military strategy changes (e.g. from counterterrorism to counterinsurgency).  Nor can it 

foretell the number of troops that will be involved in an escalation or deescalation. 

By typology, my cases are limited to major decisions to adjust war policy or 

strategy.  I did not explore minor cases that involved smaller changes—the continual 

tweaking of war policy and strategy that occurs regularly.  Rather, I focused on 

significant deviations from the status quo precipitated by a significant crisis or 
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prolonged stalemate.  Temporally, my cases are limited to the “shadow” of the Vietnam 

War.  I did not examine cases that occurred before the end of the Vietnam War.  Nor did 

I look at decisions influenced by lessons drawn from conflicts other than the Vietnam 

War, the 9/11 attacks, and the early years of the Iraq War (2003-2006).   

Thus, a fruitful area for future research would be to ask the same research 

question of an earlier period of U.S. history, or of a different type of sunk cost dilemma.  

Did historical lessons also influence “sunk cost traps” during other timeframes in 

American history?  A couple possibilities for examination include the period between 

the American Revolution and World War I.  This is a much larger span of time than I 

explored, so scholars may need to further segment it.  However, it would afford 

multiple major conflicts from which presidents may have learned significant lessons that 

shaped future decision-making.  The American Revolutionary War, the War of 1812, the 

American Civil War, and the Spanish-American War in the Philippines in 1898—among 

others—may have provided insights that influenced future war adjustments mid-course 

and may be insightful to future great power conflict.   

In addition to the earlier period (1781-1914), a more recent case could involve the 

Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL).  That said, this case would require a different 

definition for what constitutes a sunk cost trap, or a coupling of the counter-ISIS fight 

(2014-2018) with the earlier Iraq War (2003-2011).  That is because the closest qualifier to 
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a sunk cost trap occurred when ISIL suddenly took over large areas of Iraq in 2014.  

However, that situation differs from my cases in that the United States was not currently 

engaged in armed conflict there when that happened.  Nonetheless, due to their 

contemporary relevance, it may be of interest.  

Alternative to the temporal offset studies, an important question is whether 

historical lessons influence “sunk cost opportunities” in the same way that they do 

“sunk cost traps.”  This research would flip the contextual parameters I dealt with in this 

dissertation on their head.  Instead of dealing with an unforeseen quagmire caused by 

lack of success or stunning setbacks on the battlefield, the lead up to this type of in-war 

decision would involve an unexpected route of enemy forces.  In both situations, 

changes from prewar expectations present the possibility of reevaluating war policy.  In 

a sunk cost trap, that reexamination can lead to a major mid-course correction.  In a sunk 

cost trap opportunity, that reappraisal could lead to additional war aims.  In both cases, 

however, the overarching research question is the same.  How do presidents handle 

unexpected war developments?   

The 1991 Persian Gulf War would afford an excellent case study for this research.  

Five weeks into the war, President George H. W. Bush faced such a decision.  The 

Coalition which Bush had assembled was successfully evicting Iraqi forces from Kuwait 

in much shorter time and with many fewer casualties than predicted.  This was 
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catastrophic success:  massive, and achieved with surprising speed and lack of friendly 

losses.  Bush could have capitalized on the situation with an additional aim—given the 

(sunk) costs already expended to deploy half a million troops to the region.  Iraqi 

President Saddam Hussein had been a threat to the region and caused America 

problems in the past.  Bush could have seen the situation as a “two-for-the-price-of-one” 

opportunity.  He could have thought that he had the chance to accomplish the original 

goal of restoring Kuwaiti sovereignty, and the additional objective of removing the 

Hussein menace.  However, that was not his perspective.  Bush decided not to add 

additional aims.  Why was that?  Did relatively recent and traumatically learned lessons 

from past conflicts shape his decision?  What other factors influenced his thinking?  

Research on this case study would have the added benefit of being in the same period as 

the sunk cost traps I examined.  While research on case studies in other periods would 

further understanding across time, exploration of the Gulf War would reveal differences 

between two related but distinct types of mid-war reassessments in the same period. 

In all these research areas, answers to several questions would bear comparison 

with my findings in this dissertation.  Did relatively recent and traumatically learned 

lessons from past conflicts shape presidential decisions?  If no, what factors were 

important?  If yes, which lessons were operative, why, and to what degree?  Were there 

any inflexion points that shifted the influence of one lesson to another?  If so, what 
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caused those inflexions?  How did presidents respond to the sunk cost 

traps/opportunities?  Did they primarily deescalate, pursue the status quo, escalate, or 

find creative ways to conduct a hybrid approach?  How did these lessons compare or 

contrast with the lessons influencing strategic adaptations after the Vietnam War?  

Contribution 

In the “shadow” of the Vietnam War’s “sunk cost traps” and amid mounting U.S. 

debt, understanding how presidents think about and respond to these dilemmas has 

growing relevance.  These presidential wartime decisions carry important opportunity 

costs, having significant implications for domestic resource allocation, international 

political capital, and national prestige.  While other scholars are fixated on war onset and 

war termination, this dissertation’s first contribution is to examine major mid-course 

adjustments—often over looked decisions.140  It draws on a breadth of sources to do so.  

These include personal interviews with administration principals, emergent primary 

                                                      

140 A sampling of the scholars focused on war onset and termination include: Fearon, James D. "Rationalist 

explanations for war." International organization 49, no. 3 (1995): 379-414. Smith, Alastair, and Allan C. Stam. 

"Bargaining and the Nature of War." Journal of Conflict Resolution 48, no. 6 (2004): 783-813. Collier, Paul, and 

Anke Hoeffler. "Greed and grievance in civil war." Oxford economic papers 56, no. 4 (2004): 563-595. Collier, 

Paul, Anke Hoeffler, and Dominic Rohner. "Beyond greed and grievance: feasibility and civil war." oxford 

Economic papers 61, no. 1 (2009): 1-27. Fearon, James D. "Domestic political audiences and the escalation of 

international disputes." American political science review 88, no. 3 (1994): 577-592. Powell, Robert. "War as a 

commitment problem." International organization 60, no. 1 (2006): 169-203. Reiter, Dan. How wars end. 

Princeton University Press, 2009. Rose, Gideon. How Wars End: Why We Always Fight the Last Battle. Simon 

and Schuster, 2011.  
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sources and newly declassified archival material,141 presidential archives, important new 

secondary work, and other documents.  It adapts a theory drawn from behavioral 

economics and applies it, with emphasis on historical learning from relevant traumatic 

war experiences, to presidential decision-making.  Moreover, it explains why presidents 

decided to respond as they did and describes what their new war policies entailed.  In 

doing so, it expands the discussion of strategy options beyond the normal emphasis on 

troop levels.  The result is an important advancement in understanding how U.S. 

presidents deal with sunk costs during modern conflicts.  The remaining discussion 

explains a couple of these key contributions.  It concludes with a discussion of my theory’s 

simple elegance, forecasting ability, and how the model ties into existing analysis of 

presidential policy pendulum swings.  

This dissertation’s second and foremost contribution is uncovering the critical 

variable leading presidents in Vietnam’s “shadow” to deescalate or escalate when facing a 

“sunk cost trap.”  Prior to 9/11, the Vietnam War-era lesson to avoid quagmires influenced 

decisions to cut losses when in a sunk cost trap.  After 9/11, the logic flipped.  This 

dissertation argues that lessons learned from and in the years after 9/11 changed 

presidents’ decision calculus in these situations, leading to escalations in Iraq (2007) and 

                                                      

141 I am referring to the Iraq War interviews with officials who served in the George W. Bush administration 

and documents from President Clinton’s archives related to the Somalia case study.   



 

 

554 

Afghanistan (2009).  The impetus then became avoiding another mass casualty producing 

terror attack on U.S. soil.  An overseas war footing that employed counterinsurgency 

became the go-to approach for important “sunk cost traps.”   

The All-Volunteer Force, the lack of a war tax, and low casualty figures enabled 

this doubling down approach after 9/11, despite prior quagmires.  An All-Volunteer Force 

meant that the military’s ranks were filled with those who chose to serve—rather than 

draftees who were forced to enlist.  Not having a war tax and relatively low numbers of 

casualties similarly allowed the vast majority of Americans, unaffected in their personal 

lives by the war, to operate as if the country were at peace.  Only 1% of the U.S. public 

served in the Armed Forces, so a small percentage had connections to those who were 

fighting, dying, or returning with injuries.  Moreover, a very small percentage served 

themselves, and no one experienced a financial commitment to the war.  So, the military 

was at war, perhaps even the government, but the country was not.  These differences 

precluded a Vietnam-era level of opposition from forming that might have limited the 

Commander-in-Chief’s options.   

Had significant domestic unrest unfolded like during the Vietnam War, the 

interpretation and impact of historical lessons may have been different.  Bush and Obama 

may have withdrawn troops rather than escalating conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, 

respectively.  They may have done so due to Vietnam “lessons” to cut losses and avoid a 
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quagmire.142  If so, this would have signaled that the dominant lessons in sunk cost traps 

were still drawn from the Vietnam War, not from more recently learned traumatic lessons.    

Integrating behavioral economics findings into my political science theory and 

applying it to presidential decision making is a third contribution.  Drawing on work by 

Kin Wong, Jessica Kwong, and Gillian Ku, this dissertation’s findings suggest—contrary 

to prospect theory and sunk cost literature’s expectations—that a reverse sunk cost effect 

impacted presidential decision making during sunk cost dilemmas between Vietnam 

and 9/11.143  This suggests that the power of traumatically learned lessons and 

anticipated regret can exceed the allure of sunk costs.144   Furthermore, decision makers 

can learn from others or from previous events, as presidents did from the Vietnam War 

decision making and 9/11.145  They do not have to be the ones responsible for the initial 

                                                      

142 See: VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster: A New History of America's Descent into Vietnam, Harper 

Collins, 2018. Moore, John Norton, and Robert F. Turner, eds. The Real Lessons of the Vietnam War: 

Reflections Twenty-Five Years After the Fall of Saigon. Carolina Academic Press, 2002. Goldstein, Gordon 

M. Lessons in disaster: McGeorge Bundy and the path to war in Vietnam. Macmillan, 2008. Kalb, Marvin, 

and Deborah Kalb. Haunting legacy: Vietnam and the American presidency from Ford to Obama. Brookings 

Institution Press, 2012. McNamara, Robert S., James Blight, Robert K. Brigham, Thomas J. Biersteker, and 

Colonel Herbert Schandler. Argument without end: In search of answers to the Vietnam tragedy. Public 

Affairs, 2007: 373-398. 
143 Wong, Kin Fai Ellick, and Jessica YY Kwong. "The role of anticipated regret in escalation of commitment." 

Journal of Applied Psychology 92, no. 2 (2007): 545-554. Ku, Gillian. "Learning to de-escalate: The effects of 

regret in escalation of commitment." Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 105, no. 2 (2008): 

221-232. 
144 Ku, Gillian. "Learning to de-escalate: The effects of regret in escalation of commitment." (2008): 230. 
145 Ku, Gillian. "Learning to de-escalate: The effects of regret in escalation of commitment." (2008): 230. 
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investment decision—again contrary to the literature’s expectations.146  Finally, my 

findings show this is true of presidents making life and death decisions in the realm of 

defense policy—not just for business leaders.  This extends Wong, Kwong, and Gu’s 

work in an interdisciplinary fashion.   

A fourth contribution to the broader international relations literature is 

suggesting that, for the types of decisions this dissertation examines, the interesting 

analytical dividing line is not Cold War/Post-Cold War, but Pre/Post-9/11.  Future 

research could examine other type of presidential decisions or international dynamics to 

ascertain which was the more important milestone.  Such research would bring more 

clarity to the types of phenomenon most impacted by each dividing line, and what that 

means.  

A fifth contribution is confirmation, within the scope of my cases, that historical 

"lessons" have a shelf life.  Newer lessons have greater salience on presidents' decisions 

during "sunk cost traps.”  Changes in the international environment cause more recent 

lessons to appear most relevant and to dominate deescalation or escalation decisions.  

Older lessons are less influential in determining the actual decision outcomes, but can 

still be important in shaping the details of the new policy.  In the Iraq and Afghanistan 

                                                      

146 Wong, Kin Fai Ellick, and Jessica YY Kwong. "The role of anticipated regret in escalation of commitment." 

Journal of Applied Psychology 92, no. 2 (2007): 545-554. 
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debates, contemporary lessons were fresh in the president and his advisers’ minds and 

influenced the options presented to each president.147  The newer lessons from 9/11 and 

Iraq dominated Bush and Obama’s sunk cost trap decisions to escalate and to employ 

counterinsurgency.  An older lesson from the Vietnam War about how a political loss 

can demoralize the military reinforced Bush in favor of escalation, while the “avoid a 

quagmire” Vietnam-era lesson led Obama to limit his escalation’s length.   

In sum, this dissertation shows that for this type of in-war policy decision during 

the Post-Vietnam War period, both continuity and change were at work.  As long as the 

primary lesson and associated regret remained the same, there was continuity of sunk cost 

trap decision-making across Republican and Democratic administrations during major 

military engagements.  When the operative lesson and accompanying regret changed, so 

too did the hard-to-win response, changing from deescalation to escalation.  The 

pendulum swung, but not because of reactions to the previous president’s policies, as the 

media sometimes portrays as the rationale.148  Rather, it was because of the anticipated 

                                                      

147 Michèle Flournoy, phone interview with the author, August 22, 2016.  Keane, Jack. CPH, SMU interview: 

August 18, 2015, accessed July 11, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/137792537.  Rice, Condoleezza. CPH, SMU 

interview, July 20, 2015, accessed June 27, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/134265433.  Nagl, John A. Knife fights: 

A memoir of modern war in theory and practice. Penguin Books, 2014: 214.  Lute, Doug.  SMU, CPH interview: 

May 28, 2015, accessed July 9, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/131253237.  Mansoor, Pete.  SMU, CPH interview: 

June 12, 2015, accessed June 23, 2016, at: https://vimeo.com/131169447. 
148 The foreign policy community sometimes portrays a picture of discontinuity across Democrat and 

Republican presidents’ foreign policies.  Media and pundits describe presidents as pursuing the philosophy: 

“Anything but ____ (fill in the last president’s name).”  For example, this explanation suggests that George 

https://vimeo.com/137792537
https://vimeo.com/134265433
https://vimeo.com/131253237
https://vimeo.com/131169447
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regret of potential policy options’ implications, deriving from relatively recent traumatic 

events’ lessons learned.  If presidents most anticipated regretting a quagmire (a Vietnam 

War lesson), they deescalated.  Admittedly, in President Clinton’s Somalia case, the 

deescalation followed an escalation, but that was very brief and only to facilitate an 

orderly exit.  If they most anticipated regretting another 9/11 type attack, they escalated.  

These dynamics suggest that the key to prediction of policy adaptations in sunk cost traps 

is understanding either the lesson that most resonates with the president, or what he most 

anticipates regretting.  For academics, since the lesson and the accompanying regret are 

usually so closely linked, knowing either one or both allows for reliably forecasting a 

president’s likely strategy during sunk cost dilemmas. 

Conclusion 

Faced with their own “sunk cost traps” during overseas military operations, 

presidents from Reagan onward have wrestled with the “shadows” of the Vietnam War 

and 9/11.  Previous conflicts’ “lessons” were the critical, underlying variable influencing 

their decisions in such situations.  Those lessons’ influence worked directly through the 

presidents’ and/or indirectly through their advisors’ understanding of history’s 

                                                      

 

W. Bush wanted to do anything but what Bill Clinton had done.  Likewise, Barack Obama wanted to do 

anything except what Bush had done.   
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application to the contemporary situation.  In Lebanon, Vietnam’s lesson to avoid a 

quagmire in a conflict of debatable national interest influenced President Reagan’s 

withdrawal decision through Secretary Weinberger’s counsel.  Clinton’s exposure to the 

limits of American power during the Vietnam War, and Reagan’s ability to gain 

reelection despite leaving Lebanon, shaped Clinton’s Somalia departure decision.149  

Additionally, Congressional and public opposition recalled Vietnam experiences as 

critiques of the current path, believing the lessons learned portended a disastrous 

outcome in Somalia.150   

Once realities replace prewar expectations, an engaged president must act 

decisively to realign ends and means as early as possible while communicating the 

policy’s purpose, metrics of success, and timeline consistently and effectively across 

multiple audiences.  Semiannual reviews facilitate this leadership and increase the 

chances of success.  These policy changes can take one of three directions.  Presidents 

may decrease the number or ambitiousness of their objectives if they realize that the cost 

to achieve them is greater than they are willing to pay.  This recognition will lead to 

deescalation.  Alternatively, presidents can increase the resources applied or change 

their ways to achieve their aspiration levels.  If they remain convinced that their aims are 

                                                      

149 Clinton, William (Bill).  My Life.  New York: Random House. 2004: 100-104.  Stephanopoulos, George. All 

Too Human: A Political Education. Back Bay Books, 2008: 217. 
150 Drew, Elizabeth. On the Edge: The Clinton Presidency. Simon and Schuster, 1994: 326. 
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worth the effort, but not achievable with current effort levels, then increasing means by 

an amount commensurate with the perceived shortfall is necessary, as may be changing 

the military strategy.  This realization results in escalation.  Adjustment of ends and 

means can lead to a hybrid strategy that mixes escalation and deescalation in a time-

phased approach, as Clinton did in Somalia and Obama did in Afghanistan.  This can be 

a creative way to handle mixed lessons/pressures, some urging deescalation and some 

escalation.   

A prescient assessment of which policy levers to pull to navigate wartime sunk 

cost traps is more difficult than it may seem.  As elementary as the prescriptions in this 

chapter seem, Carl von Clausewitz, the esteemed Prussian strategist, indicated that even 

the simplest things in war can be very difficult to implement successfully.  This is due to 

enemy actions, third party interventions, the non-linear nature of war, as well as its 

“fog” and “friction.151”  Thus, for future presidents and their advisors, the policy 

prescriptions offered on these pages—though seemingly basic—require significant 

expertise to pull off.  When followed faithfully, they will help prevent, mitigate, or steer 

presidents out of a wartime sunk cost trap.  Unfortunately, if history is any guide, these 

guidelines will be needed again.  

                                                      

151 Clausewitz, Carl Von. On War, ed. and translated by Michael Howard and Peter Paret, Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 1976. The referenced quotation is, “Everything is very simple in war, but the 

simplest thing is difficult.” 
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Appendix 

 

Figure A.1:  Lebanon Intervention Timeline 
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Figure A.2:  Somalia Intervention Timeline 
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Figure A.3:  Public Approval for Military Operations in Somalia 
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Figure A.4:  Public Approval for President Clinton’s Handling of Military Operations in Somalia 
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Figure A.5:  Iraq War Timeline 
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