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“Iraq is George Bush’s Vietnam”

Metaphors in Controversy: On Public Debate and Deliberative Analogy

G. Thomas Goodnight
University of Southern California


Not flowers and sweets, but bombs and bullets greeted coalition forces in the first weeks of this spring.  The predicted cheering crowds attendant to liberating armies did not appear.  In the north, rebellion spread at Falluja a small town that had cheered as four United States “contractors” were hung from a bridge, mutilated, their bodies dragged through the streets.  In the south, a Shiite militia under a young cleric whose relatives had been executed under Saddam, al-Sadr, vowed opposition.  A year had passed, since the end of the war, the fall of the great statue, and George Bush’s declaration of the cessation of major combat. Yet, to Iraq there had come no peace.  Reduction of coalition forces had stopped, as violence rose.  For Americans, these were the most deadly days of the war, with over 40 killed in the terror and mayhem.


There are many historical parallels that could have been drawn upon to frame the situation.  Congressman Dennis Kucinich claimed the most dire analogy, saying on CNN that “what happened in Iraq in the 1920s, where the British were driven out 12 years later …[is] where we are right now…history is repeating itself” (Kucinich, April 7).  More contemporarily, the press could have drawn upon 1990s Lebanon to provide an analog, an intervention “where Israel plunged into a power vacuum of feuding religious factions during the 1980s and was trapped in a hellhole of bombings and kidnappings” (Thomas, April 12).  Neither the direct British experience, nor the Israeli occupation were deployed to frame the event, however. Politicians and the press drew forward a metaphor, controversial for over a quarter of a century, to focus public debate: Vietnam.

Senator Ted Kennedy kicked off the controversy in an interview by Larry King. He boldly charged that “this is George Bush’s Vietnam.”  “We’re facing a quagmire in Iraq, just as we faced a quagmire in Vietnam.  We didn’t understand what we were getting ourselves into in Vietnam.  We didn’t understand what we were doing in—in Iraq.  We had misrepresentation about what we were able to do militarily in Vietnam.  I think we are finding that out in Iraq, as well. That is basically the –the similarity.  And we have to find new leadership in order to...be able to resolve this with a sense of dignity….” (CNN Larry King Live, April 5). 
Democratic players soon piled on.  “We’re at a tipping point in Iraq, with a real danger of losing control of the situation,’ said Sandy Berger,” former National Security Advisor to Clinton.  Robert Byrd, a Democratic Senator, said he had watched events with “mounting dread.” “’Surely I am not the only one who hears echoes of Vietnam,” he claimed. Unexpectedly, conservatives chimed in, too. Pat Buchanan argued “We have gotten ourselves bogged down in what is clearly a quagmire  What Falluja and the Shia attacks on Sunday tell us is that failure is now an option” (Burke et al, April 11).  


Republican stalwarts flew to the President’s defense, with a barrage of vehement editorials and vituperate speeches. The flames of controversy grew so hot, in fact that George Bush himself held a rare presidential press conference in which he was asked and denied--in a half-dozen different ways--that America had entered a quagmire, a new Vietnam.  “I think the analogy is false,” he said.  Yet, the American people were not so sure.  “Nearly two-thirds of Americans say they are concerned Iraq could become another Vietnam” (40% very, 24% somewhat) a poll reported (“America in Iraq”, April ll).  The White House was worried. As one editorialist put it, “having bet his presidency on Iraq, Bush knows that if the war spins out of control, he may end up like [President Lyndon Baines] Johnson, a political casualty of war” (Thomas, April 19).

Metaphors play an important role in foreign policy discourse, scholars have observed.  Citing Lakoff and Johnson, Mary Stuckey finds that: “Certain events, like certain people and certain places, become symbols for actions and policy positions.  These events, people and places function as ‘orientational metaphors’ that organize ‘a whole system of concepts with respect to one another” (Stuckey, 246).  Metaphors orient policy by invoking an equation of present events to the past that helps us “order political reality” (Hinds and Windt, 1991).  Stanley Hoffman (1968) believes that American foreign policy is peculiarly given to organizing policy through organizing metaphors. 
When the “lessons of history” implied by a metaphor move from the status of guidelines to rules, then the over-heated and over-repeated metaphor generates an always ready discursive field of comparison. Such fields constitute, in popular nomenclature, a “syndrome,” a set of inhibitions, worries, and guilt ridden discourses characteristic of a need to avoid choices, no matter how remotely, that may implicate one in repeating a past mistake.  Throughout the 1950s, for example, Neville Chamberlain’s notorious declaration of “Peace in Our Time” upon capitulation to the Nazis was constantly invoked as a metaphor to frame choices in foreign policy.  So, “Munich’s infamous role in bringing about World War II in turn led to a ‘no more Munichs’ syndrome in the postwar period” (Khong, 4).  Only representative Tom Foley, however, sought to reanimate this metaphor in April 2004.  “Neville Chamberlain didn’t think Hitler was much a problem at the time and some of our Democratic counterparts are assuming somehow that Saddam Hussein wasn’t really a bad guy” (April 7).  The analogy did not catch on, for Saddam, as they say, was history.  It was not Saddam who posed a threat to US troops and “regional stability,” but the nameless, “shapeless,” faceless members of what appeared to be a growing rebellion who were not being brought under control by a sustained foreign intervention. There is a name for such a protracted, unsuccessful military exercise: the “quagmire” of Vietnam

The Vietnam metaphor is a “shorthand for an unjust and un-winnable cause” (Garrett in Fox Special Report, April 7).  April was not the first time the metaphor had been used to frame events in a Gulf War.  President Bush, the Elder, had to contend with term, reaching back to the Second World War to frame events as epoch-making, necessary, and successful—just like the last “good war.”  Mary Stuckey notes that “within the discourse of American foreign policy, World War II and the Vietnam War function as orientational metaphors that order and structure our political reality” (253).  “The moral grandeur and vision that characterized Roosevelt’s war speeches were…replaced by largely utilitarian appeals concerning Vietnam.” Citing Gouldner (1979) and Wander (1984) she describes 1960s policy as driven by “the imperatives of the rhetoric of technocratic realism…dictated that Vietnam not be seen as a crusade, but as an instrument of policy.” 
The power of metaphors to frame current events by establishing a field of public memory from which present parallels are drawn appears to be well-used by makers of foreign policy. Such fields provide a “vocabulary of motives” (Ivie, 1974; 1984). Throughout the 1980s, the power of Vietnam as an informing metaphor was granted, but its lessons—meaning and direction for policy—were highly contested (Goodnight, 1986).  The controversy is open still, and each new foreign policy debate, no matter how small, evanescent, or irrelevant, creeks forward the contested yardstick.  This rhetorical tendency is the “Vietnam syndrome,” “a condition, which for the uninitiated, might be defined as skepticism, either prudent or debilitating according to your political taste, about both the legitimacy and the efficacy of America using military power overseas” (Economist, April 17).


Orientational metaphors, when contested, and when positioned at a crucial moment in policy choice, open up a space for deliberative analogy.  The compactness of a metaphor, its ability to fuse two-as-one is no longer taken for granted in highly contested situations; rather, metaphors become challenged by direct and indirect confrontation.  Indirectly, metaphors can be contested by replacing, outstripping, or twisting a trope.  Foley deploys Munich as a gambit to contest Vietnam, testing the power of two syndromes against one another. Had he been successful, then the orienting metaphor for the Iraq debate would have been considerably different; raising Iraq to the same level as World War II would have lent the 2003-2004 intervention greater moral authority, patriotic ardor, confidence in success, and air of necessity.  Yet, Foley failed to find audiences willing to take up the gambit, either because the analogy was too stretched or the “greatest generation” to small to make a determination.  

When metaphors are contested directly, their implicit and fused comparison is brought to the surface and articulated as a set of explicit claims of similarity and difference.  A deliberative analogy arises from a metaphor, pressured by controversy, that devolves to explicit comparisons.  Metaphor’s precede analogies because the act of comparison is a fusion of seeing one thing in terms of another, a move to apprehend that is opened up to testing by the pressure or temptation to render explicit what is grasped at once and as a whole.  A metaphor can be reinforced, temporarily set aside, or abandoned as a result of public debate utilizing deliberative analogy. Public debate is episodic. Contests over deliberative analogy arise periodically when events appear to lend credence to one grounding historical moment or another; and, even after these dust-ups die down, controversy over deliberative analogy remains available to advocates.
Formal Structure of Deliberative Analogy
(l)  Claim: A known case X should inform the uncertain case Y
(2) Warrant: Because in telling respects case X is like case Y

(3)  Exception: Because only in circumstantial respects is
      case X different than case Y  
(4) Why? Grounding in literal, resonant, principled or reflexive comparison.

 A deliberative analogy multiplies the inventive space for argument because when invoked, not only are the issues related to the present case under discussion debatable (Y), but also the nature of case (X) as well as its continuing its relevance to (Y) are put under discussion.  The analogy can be rebutted by arguing that (l) case X is not as represented, (2) case Y is not as represented, (3) the respects of comparison are miscast as telling or only incidental (4) reconfiguration of the telling/incidental reverses the weight of comparison viz. policy. In practice, an analogy is rarely stipulated in formal terms, but rather is shaped up within a discursive field that draws into itself adjacent (re)freshed figures.

The most dominant center of the contest for the two week debate in April was “quagmire,” a term which is often used as a synecdoche for the whole of the Vietnam experience. This major figure should be part of inquiry into the debate. Yet, the minor terms may play an even more important role in understanding the arguments.  Advocates spoke of seeing “parallels” between the past and the present, of finding themselves caught in a moment that was “eerily similar,” of fabrications and lies that created uncertainties as to what was appearance and what reality, and finally of being drawn toward a “not yet” but “could become” due to a confluence of circumstances, choices, and outcomes in which they were participating.  These self-definitions of speech acts, seem to me, to constitute the basis of argument games, discursive sites of contest which, in this case, form the multiple grounds of deliberative analogy—a field of controversy. The “grounds” for debating analogy are not so much sources of authority but tensed games that constitute directed oppositional argument and contestation.

The seeing of “parallels” perform the ancient function of proportion, as the analogy is tested for the literal factors of fit between one situation and another. The “measurement” of facticity is at stake. 

The apprehension of “eerily similar” “moments bespeaks the analogies capacity to evoke resonances, to hear the same words, tonalities, and depths. In short, many claimed to hear the “echoes” of the past in the present. The rightness of action is at issue.

 Contrasting appearance and reality provokes a reflective stance where truth is measured against claim, principle against rationalization, word against deed. The “figurative” analogy, here, is contained as a part of the debate rather than banished to the realm of the fictive because the use of words in parallel situations become debated; it is precisely the dividing likes between the apparent and the real that are at issue. Since truth is at issue, credibility is put to the test.

 Finally, the sense of the “not yet” bespeaks a reflexive use 

where speakers comment on the propriety of speech as acts, questioning whether raising and debating the analogy itself participates in the outcome of victory or defeat. 

The legitimacy of deploying the analogy is debated.
Parsing the debate into what appears to be an indigenous set of alternative grounds for deliberative analogy should enable us to learn about the scope and nature of analogical argumentation under circumstances of deliberation and controversy.

LITERAL COMPARISON


Days after Kennedy made the allegation, the Senate Republican Policy Committee offered a rebuttal. When compared to Vietnam, they maintained, in Iraq there are “fewer U.S. forces, more rapid authorization to sue force, no draftees, fewer deaths, more allies, and a more rapid conquest of the country and beginning of reconstruction efforts” (Milbank, April 9).  The differences were more telling than the similarities.  For war-architect Wolfowitz the key difference was political support: “In Vietnam, the Communists were an entrenched movement, with a strong nationalist credential, external support from two major Communist powers, and a friendly population in many parts of the country.  In Iraq, the extremism in the Sunni triangle represents a small minority in the Iraq population (April 21). For others, it was the lack of a backer, as a letter-writer to a newspaper responded to the comparison; “there is no powerful neighbor—no North Vietnam—that seeks to take over, absorb, and unify Iraq.  There are no superpowers, such as China and the Soviet Union, in the offing (Child, April 13: 44).  In Vietnam Americans fought for over a decade with 58,000 lives lost; Iraq was only a year along, with only 600 body bags sent home, more or less.

Advocates of the analogy acknowledged differences, but found telling parallels none the less.  “Iraq is not Vietnam by any stretch of the imagination—not in geography, history, religion, culture or any other measure of a nation,” Halloran wrote (April 17). Yet, there are key similarities: the need for more troops to quell escalating violence, the use of abusive tactics on the part of US troops necessitated by an unorthodox form of warfare, and the weakness of a government to stand on its own without US support. Situations extend back in time, too.  Halberstam, himself who invented the “quagmire” metaphor for Vietnam admitted “apples” and “oranges” problems, but adds: “But you do have a colonial past. And you do have an indigenous, instinctive resentment in the Arab part of the world towards any largely Christian white country that comes in as an occupying force” (Siegenthaler, April 14).  Further, there were fewer lives lost in the first years of Vietnam than there had been in Iraq so far.
RESONANCES


Many found the apparently interminable violence “eerily similar” to the past. The metaphor of “quagmire” flattens out particular aspects of comparison and takes deliberation into the realm of a mood of enveloping apprehension, even anxiety.  Consider this exchange between two young correspondents.  Nick Calio says “I don’t think it is a quagmire.  Certainly there are difficulties there, but it is not Vietnam.  This is a very different situation. This is part of a war on terror.  And it’s a war that we never—the type of war we have never seen before.  If this is new, then Vietnam is not applicable” (April 14). The “shadowy figures” or terrorists are different than a “known enemy,” which according to Calio was what Vietnam represented.  
The analytic meets the uncanny in the response of his news partner, Jenny Backus who retorts: “The parallel to Vietnam I think is that people are dying”  “The murder rate in Vermont is about four to six people a year.  We already lost four soldiers, kids—the same age of kids and friends of kids that I used to baby-sit growing up.  And those parents are not Republicans or Democrats or wild-eyed Howard Dean supporters, they are just regular people who are asking the question why did my son die?” (April 14).  The weight of the war has yet to be felt by Calio who sees fighting as a necessary means to an ends. There is no resonance because each move is new.  For his partner, Backus, the  weight is personal and accumulating; for her, the war at this moment is a quagmire. As the venerable Daniel Schorr says, “For those too young to remember, quagmire means that, whether or not you should have been there in the first place, you’re stuck there now because you can’t get out without making things infinite worse” (April 9). Quagmire is the metaphor of anxiety, bespeaking a lack of control in the face of irreconcilable dilemmas. As in a dream, danger approaches, one feels frozen in place.

Charles Krauthammer rejected the generalization of resonance by isolating apprehensions to members of the Vietnam generation.  “There is no cure for the Vietnam syndrome.  It will go away only when the baby boom generation does, dying off like the Israelites in the desert, allowing a new generation, cleansed of memories and the guilt, to look at the world clearly once again.”  Krauthammer dishes out contempt for this generation, as politicians of the right have been so campaigning against 1968 for a quarter of a century.  Further, he alleges that this mindset triggers a worthless plaint heard all too frequently.  “It was inevitable that Iraq would be compared to Vietnam.  Indeed, the current comparisons are hardly new.  During our astonishingly fast dash to Baghdad, taking the capital in 21 day was calling Iraq a quagmire on Day Eight!” (April 16).  And like Tet, the nay sayers are trying to promote “panic” for their own ends.  The resonance is that this time we should confront tyranny rather than give in to “psychology” of defeat.  For Krauthammer, the Munich Syndrome seems the more resonant point of comparison, although he suppresses his own informative metaphor in favor of transferring and heaping guilt on the 1960s generation.

PRINCIPLE:


Literal comparisons turn on questions of whether the parallels are proportionately similar or not, questions of resonance turn upon the striking quality of the representation. Advocates went deeper to question whether facts and feelings were based upon truth or lies. In Vietnam, this issue was known as the “Credibility Gap.”  For instance, Larry Berman claimed that “it is ‘fair to being to ask’ if the administration’s justification for invading Iraq could be likened to the Gulf of Tonkin resolution” (Page, April 14).  Krugman found the government repeating the same thin rationalizations. “Vietnam shook the nation’s confidence not just because we lost, but because our leaders didn’t tell us the truth.  Last September Gen. Anthony Zinni spoke of ‘Vietnam, where we heard the garbage and the lies,’ and asked his audience of military officers, ‘Is it happening again?’ Sure enough the parallels are proliferating. Gulf of Tonkin attack meet nonexistent WMD and Al Qaeda links. ‘Hearts and minds,’ meet ‘welcome us as liberators.’ Light at the end of the tunnel,’ meet ‘turned the corner.’ Vietnamization, meet the new Iraqi Army.’” (Krugman, April 16).  

Note the shift in analog target, here.  “The Vietnam analogy lies,” Adams writes, “not in the events in Iraq.  In the end, some form of government may arrive that will allow the United States to silently slip away and hope for the best.  The analogy is in the lies the administration is telling itself which can only lead to more mistakes” (April 13).  “Through it all, the Washington grease pencils and lipstick have been out in force trying to beautify the yawning gap between rhetoric and reality.”  Relocating the site of the comparison from Iraq to Washington, and the principle of comparison from military effectiveness to political legitimacy, the Vietnam analogy is invoked to reopen the possibility of a credibility gap, a chasm brought about by secrecy in policy means, prospects, and costs, on the one hand, and deceptive estimates of success on the other.
In this fissure, the real and the apparent part ways.
When Bush was confronted directly on the question at his press conference, he had no explanation for his own argumentative performance, other than the American people will have to decide the whole package.  On the other hand, Rick Santorum tried to rebut the allegation by saying “we learned a lesson from Vietnam, that we shouldn’t let politicians decide how to fight a war.  We should let the war-fighters fight the war” (Fox Special Report, April 7), which presumably includes whatever information they wish to make available for public consumption.

THE REFLEXIVE TURN:


  In his press conference, President Bush made a reflexive turn in the controversy by evaluating the self-fulfilling nature of dwelling publicly on the metaphor. He almost gently admonished that the “analogy sends the wrong message to our troops and the wrong message to the enemy” (Fokenflick, April 14). Long-time Republican Mitch McConnell was direct in replying to Kennedy: “By leveling claims so outrageous, so completely outrageous that I’m not going to repeat them here on the Senate floor although they are being carried on television, across the world. Presumably even in Baghdad. Where those who are fighting Americans in the street can view them” (April 5). McConnell’s response is a thinly disguised slur, that dissent itself is abetting enemy. 


The left tried to turn attacks on the inappropriateness of the analogy into signs that the right was going to quash dissent.  Klugman was particularly vituperate.  “What we remember now is Watergate,” he said. “But equally serious were Nixon’s efforts to suppress dissent, like the ‘Tell It to Hanoi’ rallies, where critics of the Vietnam War were accused of undermining the soldiers and encouraging the enemy. On Tuesday George Bush did a meta-Nixon; he declared that anyone who draws analogies between Iraq and Vietnam undermines the soldiers and encourages the enemy” (April 16).  As heartfelt as this retort might be, it does not change the fact that al-Sadr had picked up Kennedy’s speech and that most Americans felt withdrawal at the moment inappropriate.


The reflexive use of the metaphor was put to good work by Kerry and his camp. The space of deliberative analogy admits of a range of ideological commitments.  Those who wished to withdrawal could assert a near complete equivalence between government lies, deception, mistakes, and failures in the past and the war at present.  The Vietnam did indeed raise the possibility of polarizing politics, but it also created a space for opposition that was less “radical.” Moderate democrats moved in.  Kerry’s position for the debate remained: “Well it’s not Vietnam yet, and I underscore ‘yet.’  To keep it from become so, Kerry offered a list of reforms including effective international diplomacy and a relaxing of contract guidelines so that the president isn’t merely saving the country “for Halliburton or just for those who were part of the original coalition” (April 15).   The weakness of Kerry’s strategic position is that it allows the administration the opportunity to abandon its current policies and adopt Kerry’s advice, which as a result of this debate connected with the violence in Iraq, it has done by going to the United Nations making a host of concessions to other states, and apparently doing deals with militant Iraqi’s to allow for greater self-governance—without the promised punishment of leaders who killed American contractors or the arrest of al-Sadr.
The controversy over the Vietnam analogy lasted two weeks.  Intense and contentious, it provided a focus for disagreement over policy for a short time. As violence continues in a descending arc, while international participation ascends, the Vietnam metaphor has left central stage.  Even the subsequent rounds of prison torture, while comparable to cruelties in Vietnam, did not reanimate the metaphor.






Conclusion


Political scientists have long recognized the relevance of analogy to decision makers.  Many find that “analogies (l) help define the nature of the situation confronting the policymaker, (2) help assess the stakes, and (3) provide prescriptions.  They help evaluate alternative options by (4) predicting their chances of success, (5) evaluating their moral rightness, and (6) warning about dangers associated with the options” (Khong, l0).

These particular issues of debate form up into different communicative acts.  At one level, the literal similarities and differences are tested; at another, resonances are called up and expressed; at a third, the principles of truth and deceptions of appearance and reality are compared and contrasted; and at a fourth the reflexive meaning of enacting the comparison at this time in front of intended and overheard audiences can be analyzed. 


Skeptics of the use of analogy in deliberation wonder if the uses of history are more deceptive for the decision-maker than informative (leaving aside the question of spatial analogy).  The position taken by this paper is that deliberative analogy is an inevitable part of policy debate when metaphors are contested.  Whether the metaphor is at the root vision of an expert decision maker or touches the experience of a generation of citizens, comparisons with the past will be made and contested because such likenesses offer powerful frames of references, fields of invention, avenues of interpretation, and grounds for contesting legitimacy. The Iraq debate is a protracted contest which puts evolving policy issues to the test of public debate, but in a larger sense it is part of a historically continuing, many-sided controversy over the uses of power.  The two-week April episode of argument over the Vietnam metaphor opened up to public inspection the vastness of the stakes on the table. The contest is not only over the future of Iraq, the war on terror, or even national security.  Also, at issue is the full weight of American power, ideals, in the discursive constitution of the United States over time.
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