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Comparisons Between the War in Iraq and the 
War in Vietnam

A growing number of comments on the initiation and 
the course of the war in Iraq, including comments
during 2006 by President Bush, compared U.S. 
military actions in Iraq to U.S. military actions in 
Vietnam.  Comparative analysis of the similarities 
and the differences between the two wars in their 
origins, conduct, and results wars may provide 
insights into the problems of the war in Iraq.
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Similarities in the Two Wars
Failure to appreciate the history and complexity 
of the conflict
Questionable reasons given for U.S. military 
action
Repeated false claims of U.S. successes
Massive numbers of civilian casualties
Use of questionable weapons
-- Vietnam: use of Agent Orange & napalm
-- Iraq: use of depleted uranium
Violations of the Geneva Conventions 
Major economic and political costs
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Differences Between the Two Wars
Use of a conscripted U.S. military force in Vietnam 
Many more U.S. troops in Vietnam than in Iraq
Much larger numbers of U.S. casualties in Vietnam 
Extensive photo and television coverage of U.S. 
casualties in Vietnam
Massive public protests in the United States during 
the Vietnam war
U.S. bombing of neighboring Cambodia
Withdrawal of U.S. troops from Vietnam in 1975
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Massive Numbers of Civilian Casualties

In both wars there were massive numbers of 
civilian casualties:
In Vietnam, it was estimated that the war 
led to 1.7 million civilian deaths.
In Iraq, household surveys in 2006 led to 
estimates of more than 600,000 Iraqi 
civilian deaths.
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Use of weapons considered questionable 
under international law

Vietnam: Herbicides were used by U.S. forces o 
deny cover to the insurgents and to destroy crops. 
Between 1962 and 1971, 13 million gallons of 
Agent Orange were sprayed.  Napalm, a powerful 
and indiscriminate incendiary weapon, was widely 
used. Air strikes using explosives and incendiaries 
were conducted, causing civilian casualties.   
Iraq: Depleted uranium (DU) is being used. 
Repeated air strikes, with large numbers of civilian 
casualties, are being conducted.   
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Agent Orange
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Lingering Effects of 
Agent Orange
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The US Dropped 400,000 Tons 
of Napalm on Vietnam

Nick Ut/AP
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Following impact with hard targets,
uranium metal undergoes combustion
releasing large quantities of very small
uranium oxide dust particles 
into the environment.
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Uranium Oxide Dust
derived from DU weapons:

• is inherently toxic
• is intrinsically indiscriminate
• damages the environment
• persists on the battlefield
• is not confined to the battlefield
• causes superfluous injury
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Since 1996,  the U.N. Sub-Commission on 
the Promotion  and  Protection of Human 
Rights has consistently ruled that Depleted 
Uranium  weapons  are  incompatible  with 
existing  international  humanitarian  and 
human  rights  laws.
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Violations of the Geneva Conventions

In Vietnam, there were confirmed reports of slaughter 
of civilians at My Lai and elsewhere, and numerous 
reports of torture of detainees.  In Iraq, there were also
confirmed reports of killing of innocent civilians and
torture of detainees.
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Repeated False Claims of U.S. Success

In both wars, there were repeated claims by 
U.S. military and civilian leaders that the 
war was being won.
In Vietnam, General Westmoreland, spoke 
of the light at the end of the tunnel.
In Iraq, General Petraeus spoke of military 
success, but didn’t discuss the continuing 
political problems
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More US soldiers who served in Vietnam died from suicide or 
died violently as a result of psychological trauma than were 

killed in the war.

Tim Page/Corbis
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Major Economic and Political Costs

Vietnam:  The war brought an end to the “War on 
Poverty” and led to President Johnson’s decision 
not to seek re-election, leading to the election of 
President Nixon.

Iraq: An additional 100 billion dollars will be 
requested as a supplemental appropriation for 
2007 and it is estimated that overall the war will 
cost 2 trillion dollars. The 2006 Congressional 
election was largely determined by the war and it 
is predicted that the 2008 Presidential election will 
be largely determined by the war as well. 
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Use of a Conscripted U.S. Military Force 
in Vietnam and a Volunteer Force in Iraq

Vietnam: Selective Service was in effect and U.S. 
military forces, including medical personnel, were 
largely conscripted. 

Iraq: Selective Service had been ended and U.S. 
military forces, including medical personnel, were 
volunteers. Many non-military contracted 
personnel are also being used
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Tax Increases During the War in Vietnam  
and Tax cuts During the War in Iraq

• Vietnam:  Part of the cost of the war funded 
by tax increases

• Iraq:  Tax cuts for the wealthy and huge 
budget deficits, exacerbated by the cost of 
the war
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Public Protests

Massive public protests took place in the United States 
during the Vietnam war; fewer and smaller protests took
place during the Iraq war. It is of interest that John Kerry, a
servicemember in Vietnam who on his discharge protested 
the continuation of the war, voted in the Senate for 
authorization of the military action in Iraq and that  Jane 
Fonda, who became a symbol of early protest against the
Vietnam war delayed public protest against the Iraq war until
four years after its initiation. 
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Many More U.S. Troops in Vietnam

Vietnam:  The presence of U.S. troops from 1965 
to 1973 reached a high of over 500,000 in 1968.
Iraq: The number of U.S. troops from 2003 to 
2007 has so far reached a high of approximately 
150,000, with a proposal to add an additional 
20,500 troops.
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Photo and Television Coverage

Vietnam: There was extensive photo and 
television coverage of the war and of U.S. 
casualties.  Many photographers and 
reporters won awards for their coverage.

Iraq:  Reports were much more restricted, 
including restrictions on photography of 
caskets of U.S. troops.
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Larry Burrows, 1966 (Life)
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Troop Withdrawals

Vietnam: U. S. troops were withdrawn 
during 1973 to 1975. 

Iraq: Troops from other nations, including 
troops from the United Kingdom, are 
being withdrawn. An additional 20,500 
troops have been deployed and there is 
no announced plan for U.S. troop 
withdrawal.
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Both wars led to extraordinary public 
health consequences, but the two wars 

led to quite different APHA policy 
statements

In 1969, APHA called for “withdrawal of American 
forces from Vietnam and ending active U.S. participation 
in this war without further delay.”
In 2005, APHA condemned the participation of health 
professionals in torture, but refused to adopt a policy 
statement calling for the withdrawal of U.S. troops from 
Iraq. In 2006, APHA adopted a policy statement that 
called for withdrawal of U.S. troops. 
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Attacks on Neighboring Countries

Vietnam: In 1970 U.S. forces began bombing of 
Cambodia, to which Congress responded by 
stipulating that the Nixon administration could not 
spend funds for military operations in Cambodia.

Iraq:  In 2007 the U.S. accused Iran of supplying 
arms to the  insurgents and of intent to produce 
fissile materials for nuclear weapons, but denied 
plans for a military action against Iran.
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Lessons to be Learned About a Decision to 
Launch a Preemptive Military Action

Recognize the complexity of the situation 
Make sure the evidence for U.S. military action is valid
Evaluate the military, political, and exit elements before 
initiating the action
Involve the public and the Congress in the decision to 
initiate the action
Evaluate the potential consequences, including human, 
social, environmental, political, and opportunity costs 
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