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From 1975 to 1992 the American people experienced a profound change of heart in 

regards to their military. In 17 years the US Military went from being one of the most vocally 

hated and mistrusted institutions in government to one of the most trusted1. The most pivotal 

years in this change occurred during the Reagan administration from 1980 to 1988. It is during 

this time that one of the major driving forces behind this change comes to national attention. The 

rhetoric of Ronal Reagan both during his campaign for and after his election as President of the 

United States was a strong driving factor in changing the American people’s perception of the 

US Military. While there are countless examples of both Reagan’s use of pro-military rhetoric 

and their affect two of the most important are the 1983 bombings of the Marine barracks in 

Beirut Lebanon and the Invasion of Grenada two days later. These two events and more 

importantly the reaction of the American people to these events show the success of Reagans 

Pro-military rhetoric in not only changing vocal public opinion, but also in allowing the existing 

support for the US Military to find its voice. It is important to remember that while the most 

vocal opinions in the late 1960’s and 70’s were generally anti-military, though this was often 

anger about the Vietnam War inappropriately placed on those fighting the war, there always was 

the silent majority who supported the Vietnam War, the US Military or both2.  Reagan’s rhetoric 

did not change these already established opinions; rather he provided legitimacy to allow these 

people to voice their opinions more openly. 

In order to fully understand the gravity of this change we must first look to late 1960’s 

and early 1970’s when public support for the military was low, and anger about the continuation 

of the Vietnam War was increasingly prevalent. This anger manifested itself in many ways 

throughout the course of the war. While protests, marches, sit-ins and other forms of civil 

disobedience were the most common form of protest some; protestors went further and began 
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directly confronting those who had served in Vietnam. This is the only time in American history 

where the blame for a war was placed, and the anger borne, by the men and women who had 

served there. Bob Green a syndicated columnist for the Chicago Tribune published a column in 

July of 1987 asking Vietnam Veterans to recount their experience returning home after serving in 

Vietnam3. Green compiled a selection of these responses into his book Homecoming. The 

majority of the men returning from Vietnam recounted some form of negativity expressed 

towards them for their service in Vietnam. The most extreme cases, and the main focus of 

Green’s initial column in the Chicago Tribune, involved veterans being spit on by protestors 

accompanied by epithets such as “baby killer” and “mama rapist”4. Although there are some who 

dispute these statements, including some of those who responded to Greens column, the general 

feeling publicly expressed towards the US Military in the in the late 1970’s was one of mistrust 

and dislike.  Much of this distrust stemmed from the credibility gap that had been intensified by 

the release of the Pentagon Papers and the impeachment and subsequent resignation of President 

Richard Nixon as a result of the Watergate scandal5. During this time the US Military was 

lumped together as just another part of the US Government and was therefore viewed with the 

same distrust and dislike as the US Government. Although five years had passed since the fall of 

Saigon and seven years had passed since the last American combat troops had left Vietnam, the 

war still remained a raw nerve. It was with full understanding of these sentiments, but also with 

the knowledge that the Vietnam War needed to be addressed that Gov. Ronald Reagan on August 

18th 1980 before the Veterans of Foreign Wars national conference in Chicago, IL gave the 

speech that would come to define his administration’s stance on not only Vietnam, but the US 

Military in general.   
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The main point of this speech which would come to be known as the “Noble Cause” 

speech was that not only should we recognize the bravery and sacrifice of those who had served 

in Vietnam but also that the Vietnam War was a “Noble Cause6” worthy of pursuing. While 

Reagan’s speech initially received distain from his political opponents Reagan remained strong 

in his defense of both the US Military and the Vietnam War. This speech in particular helped 

Reagan ensure the military and veteran communities vote, and along with his other policy’s 

propelled Reagan to both his party’s nomination and the Presidency. During President Reagan’s 

inauguration speech he again made mentions of the military, but this time he referenced the US 

Militaries transition to an all-volunteer force. One of the greatest objections most Americans had 

to the Vietnam War was the draft that provided about 25% of all soldiers who served in 

Vietnam7. In 1973 the US Military officially transitioned to an all-volunteer force8. Though the 

draft would remain it was reserved for times of national emergency only. As the US Military 

progressed into the late 70’s and early 80’s it underwent a significant transition as it began to try 

and market itself to the general public. Following the recommendations of the Gates Commission 

the Army reformed its compensation structure and began offering bonuses for enlistment and re-

enlistment9. While the all-volunteer force did not have an immediate effect on American 

opinions on the military10, it was a step in that direction.  

During his inauguration speech Reagan made mention of the US Military multiple times. 

He also spoke about many of the people in the United States being “Quietly but deeply 

patriotic.”11 This simple line signified to the American people that Reagan understood that they 

felt a deep sense of patriotism yet did not wish to express it more openly. This statement also 

signifies significant recognition of the silent majority by the part of the new administration. 

Reagan also highlighted that the US Military was all volunteers saying that 
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 “no weapon in the arsenals of the world is so formidable as the will and moral courage of 
free men and women. It is a weapon our adversaries in today's world do not have. It is a weapon 
that we as Americans do have.”12  

This rhetoric promoting the idea that those who protect the nation are brave willing volunteers 

supports Reagan’s rhetoric of the United States being a bastion of freedom in the world and that 

it was America’s responsibility to defend that freedom. Reagan also goes into dangerous political 

waters by stating that the men and women who died in Vietnam were just as heroic the American 

heroes of World War Two and the Korean War13.  It was this great faith in the will and courage 

of the American people and those who serve in its military that would come to define much of 

Reagan’s rhetoric when discussing the military throughout his time in office.  

Reagans support of the military may at first seem somewhat strange considering that at 

the time of his inauguration barely 50% of the country expressed significant trust in the US 

Military14. However it is in Reagan’s inaugural address that we see that one of his strategies for 

national defense is to make Americas Military so powerful, and large that no other nation would 

dare to threaten the United Sates15. This also becomes a recurring theme for much of Reagan’s 

rhetoric surrounding the military particularly when justifying the expansion and deployment of 

the military and the enlargement of the militaries budget to the detriment of the federal 

government’s finances16. Reagan also used his expressions of support for the military both from 

his time as Governor of California and while running for and once elected to the presidency to 

build a stable base of credibility as a supporter of the military. It is this pre-established 

foundation of credibility that made Reagans later statements of support for the military more 

credible and carry more weight with the American people than had he only begun supporting the 

military publically after political necessity dictated such support, such as after great loss of life 

during a military action. While it may have seemed strange at first the reason why Reagan 
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praised the military quickly becomes clear when you understand that changing the public’s 

perception of their military was necessary to Regan’s foreign and domestic policy.       

Reagan’s pro-military rhetoric began to have an effect on the American People as Reagan 

began his presidency according to Gallup Polls public confidence in the military rose steadily for 

the first years of Reagans Presidency going from 50% expressing either a great deal or quite a lot 

of trust in the military in November of 1981, then 53% in August of 1983, then 58% in October 

of 1984. 17 Reagan’s rhetoric was also coupled with events that aided in changing the public 

perception of the military. In 1982 the POW/MIA flag was first flown over the White House 

showing support for the POW/MIA movement; the POW/MIA flag remains to this day the only 

flag other than the American flag to have flown over the White House18. It is important to 

remember that even during the height of the Vietnam War a significant section of the American 

public still supported, to some degree, the military. While the rhetoric and actions of Reagan did 

change the opinions of some who had disliked or not trusted the US Military earlier; his rhetoric 

also lent credibility to those who were part of the silent majority. With Reagan those who had 

quietly supported the military all along were able to voice their opinions with more confidence in 

a similar response.  

It is important to draw the distinction that Reagan was not only pro-military but also, and 

perhaps more so pro-soldier. As discussed earlier many of the references Reagan made in regards 

to the military used the experiences of individual service members to better illuminate the 

military by putting a face on what was so easily thought of as a singular mass of uniforms. 

Reagan’s rhetoric gave the American people, who may not have known or had a personal 

connection with anyone serving in the military, a more personal image of their military. While it 
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would be giving Reagan too much credit to say that this distinction was free of political 

motivations, as Reagan showed he was willing to put American troops in dangerous situations 

where their mission was not always clear, sometimes leading to deadly consequences for the men 

and women he claimed to always support.     

Public support of the military was already beginning to rise not only as a result of 

Reagan’s rhetoric, but also from other events in the nation such as the dedication of the Vietnam 

War Memorial Wall. When the Vietnam War Memorial Wall was initially proposed architects 

hailed it as “dignified and stunning19” many Vietnam Veterans disliked the design for being too 

“cool and abstract20.” This concern turned to such public outcry that mid project the commission 

in charge of the memorial voted to add three larger than life statues of three service men. They 

later voted to add a statue dedicated to the service of women in Vietnam. These additions were to 

appease those who believed the wall was not grand enough for the memory of the more than 

57,000 service members who had been killed in the Vietnam War. The wall and the statues 

opened in November of 1982, despite the war remaining unpopular with a majority of 

Americans; there had been demand by the American people to build something to remember the 

men and women who had died in Vietnam21. The wall itself is an example of Reagans push to 

honor the individual service member’s sacrifice, by displaying each of the more than 57,000 

names of service members who were killed in Vietnam, finally the American People could 

associate names with those who had died. The individual was such a key point of the wall that 

when speaking at the funeral for the un-known soldier from the Vietnam War President Reagan 

reminded the nation that “During the dedication ceremony the rolls of those who died and are 

still missing were read for three days in a candle light ceremony at the National Cathedral.”22 
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While the memory of the Vietnam War remained unpopular in the United States, there was a 

push to honor individuals for their sacrifices.     

One of the most poignant events of the 1980’s that showed the effect that Reagans pro 

military, and most importantly pro-soldier, rhetoric was the October 23rd, 1983 bombing of the 

US Marine Corps barracks in Beirut, Lebanon. On that morning a truck laden with explosives 

drove full speed into the lobby of the Marine Corps barracks at the Beirut Airport. The blast 

killed 241 US Marines, making it the deadliest single day for the US Marine Corps since the 

battle for Iwo Jima in World War Two23. Looking at the initial news reports in the United States, 

most news anchors expressed deep concern over the events, this bombing coming less than a 

year after attacks on American’s in other parts of Beirut. However most of the early news reports 

focused on the facts of the attack, it is clear from early on that many news casters were trying to 

answer the question that many Americans were asking: who is responsible, what is America 

going to do and why were our Marines there in the first place24? This concern is interesting in 

and of itself as it is asked in a tone of concern for the individuals who were killed as well as their 

families25. During the Vietnam War there was a large amount of poeticizing of military deaths. 

Deaths of men in combat were used as a number to strengthen the case that the war was a bloody 

stalemate that was no longer worth fighting26. Though newscasters and reporters asked why the 

Marines were in Beirut to begin with they were far more interested in ensuring that those men 

who had died in Beirut had not died for nothing before they took a position on the legitimacy of 

the military’s actions. While many of the initial newscasters were fairly cut and dry focusing 

mostly on getting the facts across to the viewer the later reports and articles begin to show the 

affect that Reagan’s rhetoric had had on the American people. 
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An article published in the Boston Globe on the 24th of October 1983 the day after the 

attacks contains some of the answers to the questions being asked by the American people first 

and foremost what were the Marines doing in Lebanon in the first place. The article quotes 

Reagan saying “The mission remains, and it remains unfulfilled”, “we think our goal worthy of 

pursuing” and “I wish it could be without hazard 27” This statement assures the American people 

that the Marines in Beirut have a purpose and that despite this attack there is still a mission to 

fulfill. This is another example akin to Reagan’s pro-Vietnam rhetoric. In his “Noble cause 

speech” Reagan said that the US Government would not let the Military win the Vietnam War28. 

Here Reagan is showing that he is willing to “let the military win”. Use of rhetoric such as this 

played off of the fears that most Americans had about the US Military getting involved in a long 

protracted war elsewhere in the world. This article also stresses that many of the personal records 

of the Marines killed in the attack were also destroyed making notification of next of kin 

difficult29. This draws attention to not only the plight of the Marines who were killed but also 

their families some of whom were still waiting for news of their loved ones. This concern for not 

only the Marines, but that of their families shows the effect of Reagans pro-soldier rhetoric. As 

discussed earlier Reagan drew attention to the fact that those who joined the military were 

individual people with families and loved ones they were leaving behind. It was often easy to 

look at the military as one large uniform mass. That was understandable as the military is a large 

uniform place, but behind all of those uniforms are individual men and women. By reminding 

the readers that besides being a Marine, each of the men killed in Beirut was also an individual, 

who was likely at the time of the blast sleeping Reagan draws more attention to the plight of the 

individual Marine in this situation putting the focus on the individual.   
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The same day the Philadelphia Inquirer published an article discussing the reaction of 

local lawmakers to the bombing. This article showed the success of Reagan’s pro-soldier rhetoric 

in increasing the nations concern for the individual American service man and woman. Sen. 

Arlen Specter draws attention to the large numbers of American’s killed stating that “We should 

not repeat the tragedy of Vietnam where we sacrificed so many American lives”30. The Senators 

words also show that the American government is accepting some of the responsibility for the 

number of men killed in Vietnam. Moreover Spector was not in office during Vietnam meaning 

his statement is more of a blanket statement for all Americans. The senator’s words 

acknowledging the role that the Federal Government played in the Vietnam War is emblematic 

of the change of the American people towards their military. During the Vietnam War much of 

the dissatisfaction for the war was expressed to the men who were fighting it. Statements such as 

Specter’s demonstrate that the American people and government realize that it is the mistakes of 

the government and the defense department that ended up costing so many men their lives. This 

does however put the current government in a difficult position of having to accept that they are 

the ones who are now putting American men in danger.  

This is where we see the further success of Reagan’s rhetoric not only towards the 

military but towards the inefficiency and size of the government. Reagan’s first inaugural speech 

as well as much of his campaign rhetoric spoke to the size and, in his analysis, inefficiency of the 

Federal Government31. Even though Reagan was the head of that Government because he had 

run on a pro-military, pro-soldier platform that criticized, and stated it would shrink the size and 

reach of the, Federal Government. Reagan had given himself some latitude to make criticisms of 

the Federal Government and its military policies, and seeing other members of the federal 
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government follow suit shows that across the nation people were either changing their opinions 

of their military or more openly stating previously held beliefs.   

Two days after the attack on October 25th the Philadelphia Daily News published a 

follow up story that focused on the surviving Marines who were still, even though threatened by 

threats of further attacks, and sniper fire, searching for their comrades trapped in the rubble of 

their collapsed barracks32. The articles mentioning of the Marines risk in trying to recover their 

own shows not only support for the Marines, but a desire for others to support them as well. The 

article contains graphic descriptions of    

”sweating Marines used massive cranes, axes and shovels to dig through tons of twisted 
concrete for comrades who might still be trapped under the debris. Some wore surgical masks 
against the stench of corpses”33.  

This description shows that the newspaper’s cared enough about the men in this situation 

to try and make as compelling a story as possible to show both the horrors of what these Marines 

had to endure, and the un-breakable spirit of the Marines who even under the threat of death still 

continued to search for survivors or bodies. While is not fully accurate to say that the news 

industry was publishing these stories entirely out of a love for the sacrifice of the Marines in 

Lebanon it is telling of the nation’s general attitude that major newspapers and news channels 

payed such attention to this attack. Understanding one of the unspoken rules of the mass media is 

give the people what they want; the American people must have wanted to hear more about their 

military overseas and, with stories such as these serving as an example, about the experiences of 

their Marines on the ground. This want for more information, particularly about the individual’s 

experiences, perhaps indicated the American people cared about and wanted to understand what 
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their military was going through in Beirut. I believe this care about the individuals of the military 

is a result of Reagan’s pro-soldier rhetoric.  

It is also significant that the American news media, which was and to this day still is 

concerned with reporting both timely news, as we saw in the immediacy of the reports on Beirut, 

published follow up pieces that were either important or were caused by public demand. While 

the media has a responsibility to report news that is relevant to the day, they also have a 

responsibility to respond to what readers have an interest in. Follow up stories even months or 

years later show the media capitalizing on public interest in these events.  

More than a month after the attacks, and it is important to remember that in that month 

the United States invaded and took over the Island of Grenada34, the Los Angeles Times 

published an article after conducting a poll of its readers asking for their opinions on American 

Foreign Policy. The article states that while 42% of Americans supported the idea of retaliatory 

strikes against the perpetrators of the attacks on the Marine Corps Barracks, with 48% dissenting, 

54% say they would disapprove of using American ground forces as the instrument of this 

action35. This data shows that at least some in America wanted retaliation; more had a deeper 

concern for American troops. While not everyone may have been motivated by a deeper concern 

for the individual American service member the commonality of pro-soldier rhetoric, combined 

with the earlier discussed polls showing an increase in the trust in the US Military makes an 

increase in concern for the individual service member a logical conclusion for some of the 

change in public opinion. While interest does not necessarily imply a concern or change of 

opinion regarding the subject of the report the combination of the sympathetic tone, the alluding 

references to the pro-soldier rhetoric of President Ragan and the hard numbers collected during 
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the early 1980’s by Gallup Polls that show in public trust of the military going from 53% in 

August of 1983 to 58% in October of 198436 combine to show that there was an overall shift in 

public perception of the military.  

With time and other events in the world coverage of the attacks in Beirut began to fade, 

however on the one year anniversary of the attack the Boston Globe reported on the honoring of 

the men who died at a ceremony in Arlington National Cemetery37. The event described in the 

Boston Globe article is a clear reaction to the trend in the nation of seeking honor for the 

sacrifice of American service members. This article describes the importance placed on honoring 

these sacrifices by both the US Government who were represented at the ceremony by Barbra 

Bush and members of the state department, under whose jurisdiction the Marines were when the 

attacks occurred38. The attention paid to the ceremony, coming a year after the attack, showed 

that Americans clearly still cared about the lives lost in Beirut and that the sacrifice of those men 

should not go unrecognized. This concern is reminiscent of Reagan’s rhetoric concerning the 

individual soldier. Also that year the Gallup organization released a poll reporting that American 

support for the military stood at 58% in October of 198439.This concern for the individual is 

reminiscent of Reagan’s rhetoric concerning the individual soldier.  

As time passed and the barracks bombing became more of a memory replaced by other 

events in the world the benefits to Reagan of his pro-soldier stances began to show in the form of 

political protection from the fallout of some of his military blunders that he had made earlier in 

his presidency. In August of 1986 The Seattle Times published and interview where President 

Reagan was asked what the worst mistake of his Presidency was. Reagan responded that “One 

glaring one would be the tragedy of our Marines in Beruit40” Reagan went on to elaborate that he 

did not regret sending the Marines into Beirut, however he did regret putting them in one 
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barracks instead of multiple buildings.41 One of the other problems that made the bombing more 

deadly was that the windows of the barracks did not have blast proof glass in them, though the 

glass had been ordered, but because the glass had to be custom cut and fitted it had not arrived 

yet. Throughout the interview Regan talked about how the US only got involved because we 

were asked to intervene and we had a duty to help the nations that asked for our help42. The main 

point of Reagans defense was that we were asked for help and he never wavered from his central 

concern which was the welfare of the individual service member. As we have seen in multiple 

examples of Reagans rhetoric this concern for the individual service member was a center of his 

rhetoric regarding the military during his time in office. This concern also gave him a certain 

amount of political protection from answering for the blunders that had led to some of the 

situations where American service members had died. 

 Though not the entire reason for Reagan’s pro military rhetoric it provided some 

protection against criticism for his actions is seen in The Seattle Times article quite clearly. 

Despite Reagan having some military blunders while president the greatest drop in his approval 

ratings only came with the news of the Iran Contra scandal dropping to below 40% 43. While 

Reagan’s approval ratings did fluctuate throughout his presidency his popularity around the time 

of the Beirut Bombing actually increased slightly from the mid 30’s to the high 40’s44. One 

reason for the lack of sticking criticism is because by glorifying the individual service member 

Reagan turned the attention away from his and his administration’s actions, and put that attention 

on the noble sacrifice of the individual. With the memory of the anti-soldier rhetoric of Vietnam 

still sharp in the minds of the population, thanks in part to the rhetoric of Reagan as disused 

earlier, many astute politicians may have realized that by criticizing the president’s actions they 

ran the risk of appearing anti-soldier. This protection allowed Reagan to make the appropriate 
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speeches and statements of concern for the lives of the Marines lost in Beirut, and then appease 

the population by promising to punish those responsible. However Reagan waited until the 

national attention had shifted elsewhere and in July of 1984 the last Marines were withdrawn 

from Beirut45. Though the Marines were no longer in danger in Beirut the wounds still existed 

for many both physically and mentally, and even four years after the attack Americans still 

showed concern for the men who were attacked that day.  

In January of 1988 The Philadelphia Daily News ran a story about a support group that 

had informally begun for the parents and spouses of the Marines killed in Beirut stating that” for 

the families of the victims of the attack, the process of grieving and healing is still a daily task” 

46.  This article showed a different and often forgotten side of military conflict, the families 

whose loved ones are killed in the fighting. While much of the rhetoric of Regan’s presidency 

was associated with the individual service member he also played attention to the families who 

had lost family members as a result of these conflicts. In his public speeches, such as his address 

to the nation after the Invasion of Grenada, Reagan expressed his deep condolences to the 

families who had as a result of both conflicts lost loved ones47. While these public statements 

were very general the White House correspondence of the day showed Reagan personally wrote 

to the families and loved ones of those who had been killed in the attacks48. Concern for the 

families of those killed, while spoken about directly in some of Reagans speeches is also an 

outcome of Reagans pro-soldier rhetoric. Reagans emphasis on making each service member 

into and individual naturally brings to mind the fact that each of the service members killed in 

these attacks had a family that will now have to morn their loss and try to keep living their life 

without their loved one. This support of the family is another source of Reagan’s political 

protection from criticism over the results of some of his military blunders. In several speeches 
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and private letters to families Reagan wrote that the most difficult decision the President is 

tasked with is the decision to put American troops in danger50, and when it fails and American 

troops are killed or wounded it is as a result of his actions. By stating this Reagan acknowledges 

that he bears some of the responsibility for putting American soldiers in harm’s way, however he 

is stating this on his terms and makes it difficult for his political opponents to criticize him for 

not understanding the gravity of his actions as Commander and Chief.  

While the deaths of the Marines in the Beirut barracks bombing captured the national 

attention, two days later it was sharing the spotlight with the invasion of the Island of Grenada on 

the 25th of October 198351.The US Invaded Grenada at the request of the Organization of Eastern 

Caribbean States as well as Jamaica and Barbados asking for assistance from the United States in 

helping to re-establish democratic government on Grenada52. The democratically elected 

government had been overthrown by Maurice Bishop, a contemporary of Fidel Castro, in 197953. 

However on October 12th 1983 Bishop was put on house arrest by some of the hardline members 

of his militia, he was executed 7 days later on the 19th of October 1983; after taking over power 

the new government instituted a shoot on sight curfew54. During this time about 1000American 

citizens were on the island including about 800 students at St. Georges University, Reagan in 

later statements would assert that it was concern for these citizens as well as the request from the 

Organization of Eastern Caribbean States that lead him to authorize the invasion55. Reagan 

quickly re-directed a Marine detachment on their way to relieve the Marines in Beirut to the 

vicinity of Grenada56. Six days later a force of US Marines and Army Rangers invaded Grenada 

and within a week the Island had been secured; the action cost the lives of 19 Americans57. 

Grenada was received differently in the United States than the bombing in Beirut owing in large 

part to the major differences between the two events. While the Beirut attack had been an attack 
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on Marines sleeping in their barracks; Grenada was an invasion by the United Sates for reasons 

that initially were not clear. Because of the speed at which the invasion was conducted and 

largely because most Americans did not know why America was invading the Island; yet despite 

the initial unpopularity of the invasion the tone of the questions and criticisms was very different 

from what we had seen during the Vietnam War.  

Citing security as being paramount to the success of the operation Reagan did not allow 

reporters to follow the invasion or to enter the nation until it was secure58. However the pentagon 

did issue initial reports on the status of the invasion59. On the October 27th 1983 The Boston 

Globe published one of these reports. While the report is mostly a status update on the invasion it 

does bear all the hallmarks of the Reagan administrations pro-soldier and pro-military rhetoric. 

One of the first updates was the number of men killed so far in the action, and while the number 

was small compared to the number of men killed in Beirut Reagan still emphasized that any life 

lost was too many. But the result of the media blackout was that many people in the United 

States wanted to know why the US was invading an Island in the Caribbean roughly twice the 

size of Washington DC? While many were initially critical of the invasion the tone of their 

questions was far more focused on demanding a rational explanation for the invasion. The 

updates in The Boston Globe show an understanding of the desire for some context and reason 

for the invasion. The article and many others published in various newspapers throughout the 

country gave specific examples of what the Marines and Army Rangers found when they 

captured various targets were published including descriptions of the large quantities of 

conventional weapons and how the so called Cuban workers assisting in the construction of an 

airport were actually military reserves who had orders to fight the United States to the death60. 

While again this initial publication from The Boston Globe is mostly factually based it is how 
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those facts are presented and the underlying question of “is this invasion legitimate?” Even 

though the article is only presenting facts the underlying tone of the article seeks to reassure the 

reader that America is acting justly to help support freedom both abroad and closer to home.  

Despite being presented with the facts the American people remained unsure about the 

invasion, yet event this questioning of the legitimacy of the invasion is telling of a change in the 

American people’s feelings towards the military. After the invasion had concluded and the 

remaining military personal were in what Reagan described as the mopping up phase61, papers 

continued to publish the facts as they came out as well as statements that helped to put these facts 

in context these articles, such as The New York Times “Steps to the invasion: no more ‘paper 

tiger’” published on October 30th of 1983 and The Boston Globe’s “Questions abound on 

Grenada action” published on October 31st of 1983 aimed to answer the underlying questions of 

why was this invasion executed and was it successful62? While these questions are 

understandable these questions also show an underlying concern for the individual American 

service member. While the invasion itself had cost relatively few lives the American people still 

wanted to know that the lives that had been lost had not been lost for nothing and that the 

Americans in Grenada would not turn into another Vietnam where men were constantly 

committed to a conflict with no sign of ending. The article published by The New York Times 

justified the invasion by using the analogy of the “paper tiger” stating that 

”The Reagan Administration’s overriding reason for invading Grenada was to keep the 
United States from being perceived as a ‘Paper Tiger” in the eyes of both friendly and hostiles” 
63  

or a nation that claims we are willing to defend our neighbors, but do not fulfill those clams 

when called upon. They also restate the request that the United States had been asked to 
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intervene and had a moral responsibility to act in defense of our friends and allies. The article 

also referenced the Iranian Hostage crisis saying had we not acted “Their might have been 

another Iran with the American students.”64 The Boston Globe also elaborated on the fact that 

this action had been launched with the intention of protecting the United States from the spread 

of communism65 The article also spoke to the fears that many Americans still had resulting from 

the Iran hostage crisis, saying that these actions were preventative to keep Americans from being 

taken hostage and keep Grenada from being turned into a Soviet Military outpost that if it grew 

stronger would eventually have to dealt with by the United States costing more lives and causing 

more destruction. While both articles are presented as facts these facts seek to address deeper 

concerns that many Americans had concerning the lives of American service members.  

It is important to remember that during this time the memory of the Vietnam War was 

still very fresh in the memories of many Americans. Question such as what was the purpose of 

invading Grenada were asked with concern for avoiding another Vietnam conflict where 

thousands of men were sent to their deaths, in the name of stopping communism in a war that 

still failed. The memories of the large numbers of deaths were still fresh in the minds of many 

owing to the dedication of the Vietnam Memorial in November of 198266. The desire of many 

Americans to know what the purpose of the Invasion of Grenada is suggestive of a deeper 

concern for the individual soldiers who would have to bear the brunt of the fighting if these 

conflicts continued or grew larger. However once these concerns were addressed with the hard 

facts of the invasion public opinion began to change a poll taken in the Los Angeles times in late 

November of 1983 shows that 68% of Americans approve of the occupation of Grenada67. While 

many aspects contributed to the public approval of the invasion of Grenada, one of the most 

important that allowed Americans to feel confident in their support was the assurances that we 
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saw earlier that the Invasion of Grenada had been justified and the men who had died and the 

risks taken by others had not been for nothing.          

As is typical with the American people distance can cause interest to lessen, however as 

the one year anniversary of the attacks approached Americans began to think about the time that 

had passed since the invasion and what had happened in the intervening time. In 1984 America 

still had troops in Grenada68. The Los Angeles Times published the article “US Presence on 

Grenada is still strong” the article talked about how although it had been a year since the 

invasion and American military forces were still on the island there had been much good done it 

the mean time. “Free and fair elections will place for the first time since 1976”, “the airport 

originally thought to be used for military planes had been completed with aid from the United 

States” to help grow the economy of Grenada, and that “the provincial government was 

continuing to welcome the presence of American soldiers”69. This article seeks to reassure 

Americans that their military is still doing the right thing in Grenada, and has indeed helped the 

people of Grenada to re-build their nation. This need to know that what the military was doing 

was right and achieving success is indicative of a deeper worry, that we saw earlier the concern 

that American lives and money would be needlessly wasted.  

Concern for the individual American service member, which had been a hallmark of 

Reagan’s rhetoric, had become such a part of the American culture that by 1984, it was also 

being used to speak out against the invasion of Grenada. On October 21st 1984 The Los Angeles 

Times published the article “Was Grenada a Triumph for America?” The article asserted that 

Grenada had been a “heaven-sent opportunity for the Reagan Administration to look tough at a 

cheap price in one part of the world.”70 While the author Charles William Maynes makes good 
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points about the ease with which the American military had invaded the island, Maynes 

specifically uses the fact that lives were lost to argue against rash military action, stating that 

“Such flimsy reasons for a military operation that cost lives would be very troubling71”. Though 

critical of Reagan’s action Maynes demonstrates that Reagan’s pro-soldier rhetoric had woven 

itself into the fabric of American society. This is indicative of Americans changing their views 

on their military; the American people no longer looked at their military as one large uniform 

mass, they now saw the individual and with public confidence in the military standing at 58%72 

in October of 1984 the American People’s perception of their military was showing strong signs 

of change in a positive direction. 

On June 12th 1985 the last American military personal left Grenada, and returned to the 

United States73. While success had been achieved and Grenada seemed to be able to function on 

its own many in America still wanted reassurance that the mission and the lives lost had not been 

for nothing . In February of 1986 The Los Angeles Times74 reported on Reagans visit to Grenada 

where he was greeted as a ‘National Hero”75 the article reinforces that the people of Grenada 

were glad that the American military had provided such aid. Even three years after the invasion 

the American people still wanted reassurance that the invasion had been for a higher purpose. 

While not entirely based on concern for the individual solder it is a fair assertion to make that 

with military support standing at 61% in May of 1985 and jumping to 63% in July of 198676 

some of this desire to know we had acted in the right was out of concern for the lives lost and 

those wounded. This article was published almost at the end of Reagans presidency showing that 

right up until the end of his presidency the American people still wanted to know that Grenada 

had been a successThese actions bolstered by positive reports such as this one gave the American 
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Military a much deserved boost in confidence in the hearts and minds of the people they fought 

and sacrificed to protect.  

The American military has always been responsible for one awesome task; defending the 

United States of America and her interests abroad. This at times means that military personnel 

must do what is not popular among the people they are defending, and while it is important for 

the American people to be constructively critical of their military, when that criticism ceases to 

be constructive, and becomes destructive approaching outright animosity the system of mutual 

trust between the American people and their military ceases to exist. This was the case after the 

Vietnam War when Ronal Reagan was running for President of the United States. Although it 

was not politically popular Ragan made support of the military and the individual service 

member a major part of his campaign and his Presidency. Reagans Rhetoric both during his 

campaign and after his election was a major driving factor in changing how Americans perceived 

their military. Nowhere was this influence more apparent than in the reactions to the October 23rd 

198377 bombing of the Marine Corps Barracks in Beirut Lebanon and the October 25th 198378 

invasion of Grenada. The reactions of the news media provide the context for polling data that 

showed an increase in public trust in the military, and the language of the articles and reports 

themselves reflect the influence of Ronald Reagan and his pro-soldier message on the American 

people. Public opinion polls during Reagan’s time in office also chart a steady increase in public 

trust in the military. By the end of Reagan’s presidency the US Military would be on its way to 

becoming one of the most trusted institutions in the United States.  
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