
OUTLINE A 
Values, Value Conflict, and the American War in Vietnam 

 
 
I.  Values 
  
II.  Value Conflicts 
 
III.  Vietnam War as Vehicle for Exploring Values and Value Conflicts 
 

A.  From the mid-1960s to the mid-1970s, the United States waged an 
unsuccessful war in Vietnam.  The war came to divide Americans, and that 
division was (and is) reflected in the different lessons Americans have drawn 
from the war.  Two well-known statements about the meaning of the American 
War in Vietnam came from two U.S. presidents:  Jimmy Carter (1977-1981) and 
Ronald Reagan (1981-1989).  You have been provided with copies of excerpts of 
both statements.  Carter’s was part of a foreign policy address in 1977, two years 
after the end of the American War in Vietnam.  Reagan made his statement on 
Veteran’s Day at the Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial in Washington, D.C., in 1988. 

 
B.  Please read the statements and write answers to the following questions. 

 
1. How did Carter characterize the U.S. War in Vietnam and its results?  

What values are emphasized in this characterization? 
 

2. How did Reagan characterize the U.S. War in Vietnam and its results?  
What values are emphasized in this characterization? 

 
3. Do Carter’s and Reagan’s statements represent a conflict over values?  

Why or why not?   
 



Jimmy Carter 
Address at Notre Dame Commencement, 22 May 1977 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=7552 
 
For too many years, we've been willing to adopt the flawed and erroneous principles and 
tactics of our adversaries, sometimes abandoning our own values for theirs. We've fought 
fire with fire, never thinking that fire is better quenched with water. This approach failed, 
with Vietnam the best example of its intellectual and moral poverty. But through failure 
we have now found our way back to our own principles and values, and we have regained 
our lost confidence. 
 
By the measure of history, our Nation's 200 years are very brief, and our rise to world 
eminence is briefer still. It dates from 1945, when Europe and the old international order 
lay in ruins. Before then, .America was largely on the periphery of world affairs. But 
since then, we have inescapably been at the center of world affairs. 
 
Our policy during this period was guided by two principles: a belief that Soviet expansion 
was almost inevitable but that it must be contained, and the corresponding belief in the 
importance of an almost exclusive alliance among non-Communist nations on both sides 
of the Atlantic. That system could not last forever unchanged. Historical trends have 
weakened its foundation. The unifying threat of conflict with the Soviet Union has 
become less intensive, even though the competition has become more extensive. 
 
The Vietnamese war produced a profound moral crisis, sapping worldwide faith in our 
own policy and our system of life, a crisis of confidence made even more grave by the 
covert pessimism of some of our leaders. 
 
In less than a generation, we've seen the world change dramatically. The daily lives and 
aspirations of most human beings have been transformed. Colonialism is nearly gone. A 
new sense of national identity now exists in almost 100 new countries that have been 
formed in the last generation. Knowledge has become more widespread. Aspirations are 
higher. As more people have been freed from traditional constraints, more have been 
determined to achieve, for the first time in their lives, social justice. 
 
The world is still divided by ideological disputes, dominated by regional conflicts, and 
threatened by danger that we will not resolve the differences of race and wealth without 
violence or without drawing into combat the major military powers. We can no longer 
separate the traditional issues of war and peace from the new global questions of justice, 
equity, and human rights. 
 
It is a new world, but America should not fear it. It is a new world, and we should help to 
shape it. It is a new world that calls for a new American foreign policy--a policy based on 
constant decency in its values and on optimism in our historical vision… 
 
 
 



Ronald Reagan 
Remarks at the Veterans Day Ceremony at the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, 11 
November 1988 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/print.php?pid=35155 
 
We're gathered today, just as we have gathered before, to remember those who served, 
those who fought, those still missing, and those who gave their last full measure of 
devotion for our country. We're gathered at a monument on which the names of our fallen 
friends and loved ones are engraved, and with crosses instead of diamonds beside them, 
the names of those whose fate we do not yet know. One of those who fell wrote, shortly 
before his death, these words: "Take what they have left and what they have taught you 
with their dying and keep it with your own. And take one moment to embrace those 
gentle heroes you left behind." 
 
Well, today, Veterans Day, as we do every year, we take that moment to embrace the 
gentle heroes of Vietnam and of all our wars. We remember those who were called upon 
to give all a person can give, and we remember those who were prepared to make that 
sacrifice if it were demanded of them in the line of duty, though it never was. Most of all, 
we remember the devotion and gallantry with which all of them ennobled their nation as 
they became champions of a noble cause. 
 
I'm not speaking provocatively here. Unlike the other wars of this century, of course, 
there were deep divisions about the wisdom and rightness of the Vietnam war. Both sides 
spoke with honesty and fervor. And what more can we ask in our democracy? And yet 
after more than a decade of desperate boat people, after the killing fields of Cambodia, 
after all that has happened in that unhappy part of the world, who can doubt that the cause 
for which our men fought was just? It was, after all, however imperfectly pursued, the 
cause of freedom; and they showed uncommon courage in its service. Perhaps at this late 
date we can all agree that we've learned one lesson: that young Americans must never 
again be sent to fight and die unless we are prepared to let them win. 
 
But beyond that, we remember today that all our gentle heroes of Vietnam have given us 
a lesson in something more: a lesson in living love. Yes, for all of them, those who came 
back and those who did not, their love for their families lives. Their love for their buddies 
on the battlefields and friends back home lives. Their love of their country lives. 
 
This memorial has become a monument to that living love. The thousands who come to 
see the names testify to a love that endures. The messages and mementos they leave 
speak with a whispering voice that passes gently through the surrounding trees and out 
across the breast of our peaceful nation. A childhood teddy bear, a photograph of the son 
or daughter born too late to know his or her father, a battle ribbon, a note—there are so 
many of these, and all are testimony to our living love for them. And our nation itself is 
testimony to the love our veterans have had for it and for us. Our liberties, our values, all 
for which America stands is safe today because brave men and women have been ready 
to face the fire at freedom's front. And we thank God for them… 
 



Yes, gentle heroes and living love and our memories of a time when we faced great 
divisions here at home. And yet if this place recalls all this, both sweet and sad, it also 
reminds us of a great and profound truth about our nation: that from all our divisions we 
have always eventually emerged strengthened. Perhaps we are finding that new strength 
today, and if so, much of it comes from the forgiveness and healing love that our Vietnam 
veterans have shown. 
 
For too long a time, they stood in a chill wind, as if on a winter night's watch. And in that 
night, their deeds spoke to us, but we knew them not. And their voices called to us, but 
we heard them not. Yet in this land that God has blessed, the dawn always at last follows 
the dark, and now morning has come. The night is over. We see these men and know 
them once again—and know how much we owe them, how much they have given us, and 
how much we can never fully repay. And not just as individuals but as a nation, we say 
we love you… 


