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Summary 
 

In September 2023, President Joe Biden and General Secretary Nguyễn Phú 
Trọng announced an upgrading of US-Vietnam relations to a Comprehensive 
Strategic Partnership, the highest level of bilateral ties. This improbable partner-
ship marks the culmination of one of the most underappreciated transformations 
of recent decades. From bitter enmity during and immediately after a war in which 
58,000 Americans and an estimated 3 million Vietnamese lost their lives, the two 
countries and their citizens have established positive and cooperative diplomat-
ic, trade, and people-to-people relations. This story deserves wider attention, as 
it provides insight into distinctive American—and Vietnamese—approaches to 
peacebuilding that offer lessons for other conflicts in Asia and beyond.

The road to reconciliation has not been a straight or easy one. Indeed, for the 
first decade or more after the military victory of the Democratic Republic of 
Vietnam in April 1975, US-Vietnam relations continued on the same tragic path of 
missed opportunities and misunderstood signals that characterized the previ-
ous years of conflict. The key turning points toward normalization and partner-
ship came from ordinary US and Vietnamese citizens—veterans, families of the 
missing, peace activists, businesspeople, and Vietnamese Americans—who took 
initiatives to reach out across geopolitical and ideological lines, sometimes at 
personal risk. Once these civil society–led efforts began to show results, govern-
ments followed. While significant aspects of the reconciliation process are not 
yet completed, undeniable progress has been achieved.

This report applies theories of reconciliation, drawn from the practice of peace-
building around the world, to the trajectory of postwar US-Vietnam relations. It 
analyzes both political normalization and societal relationships among Americans 
and Vietnamese as key aspects of reconciliation. Consistent with the focus of the 
Vietnam War Legacies and Reconciliation Initiative of the United States Institute 
of Peace, the report addresses physical legacies of the war such as Agent 
Orange, unexploded ordnance, and missing persons, as well as the nonmaterial 
aspects of healing, trauma, and psychosocial recovery. The report concludes 
with several lessons for policymakers and peacebuilding practitioners for bolster-
ing sustained reconciliation in the future. These lessons are pertinent not only to 
US-Vietnam relations but also to other countries seeking to transform postconflict 
anger and resentment into cooperation and even partnership. 
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Introduction

The war in Vietnam was a “war with many names,” both 
a civil struggle between revolutionaries and anti-com-
munists and a theater of the Cold War.1 Americans call 
it the “Vietnam War,” while some Vietnamese refer to 
the “American War,” differentiating it from 20th-century 
wars against France and China. Historians prefer to call 
it the “Second Indochina War,” bringing in the regional 
dimensions that greatly affected the neighboring coun-
tries of Laos and Cambodia. 

For many Americans, Vietnam was not only a war but 
shorthand for an epoch of sociopolitical upheaval, 
including widespread anti-war protests, a nonviolent 

civil rights movement, and the feminist revolution. The 
war became an external focal point of the internal 
flux in the country over the role of the US military in 
international affairs and the domestic unrest around 
gender and racial injustices. For Vietnamese, the war 
was a consequence of postcolonial ideological strug-
gles between a communist-led state based in Hanoi, 
a rival anti-communist state based in Saigon (later Ho 
Chi Minh City), and religious sects and minority eth-
nic groups that sought autonomy from both poles of 
authority. While the “Vietnam era” in the United States 
ended with the withdrawal of US troops in 1973 and 
subsequent congressional termination of military aid, 

US veterans John Abbey, Daniel Gregg, Mike Breuker, and Fred Grimm carry a helmet belonging to Bùi Đức Hưng, a North Vietnamese soldier who 
was killed in the Vietnam war, in northern Phú Thọ Province, Vietnam, January 14, 2014. The helmet, which had been kept as a souvenir by a US 
veteran for 46 years, was returned to Hưng’s family. (Photo by Trần Văn Minh/AP)
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the internal Vietnamese conflict was resolved by force 
with the military victory of the Democratic Republic of 
Vietnam (“North Vietnam”) in April 1975. 

In both countries, the cultural repercussions of these 
events continue to influence contemporary society and 
politics. The greatest achievement of American and 
Vietnamese peacemakers has been to transform the 
deep-seated legacies from obstacles into foundations 
for bolstering trust and understanding. Yet the literature 
on the postwar period and US-Vietnam rapprochement 
is still thin, especially when compared to the vast litera-
ture on the Vietnam War.2 

With support from Congress, the United States Institute 
of Peace (USIP) launched its Vietnam War Legacies 
and Reconciliation Initiative in 2021, a latecomer to the 
peacebuilding process.3 The initiative aims to foster 
greater dialogue, research, and communication in both 
countries to address the remaining consequences of 
the war. This report, a product of dialogues and dis-
cussions conducted through the USIP initiative, argues 
that the US-Vietnam partnership forms an instruc-
tive, nuanced case study on sustained reconciliation 
after devastating war and is of significant relevance 
to preventing further violence and building peace in 
today’s world. It places relations between Americans 
and Vietnamese in the context of theories of recon-
ciliation developed by practitioners of peacebuilding 

and conflict resolution around the world. Most ap-
proaches to understanding reconciliation are based on 
experiences among conflicting social groups (ethnic 
or religious groups, for instance) within a society. Yet 
they also apply to reconciliation among people across 
international borders.

This report has three main sections. The first section 
explores the meanings of reconciliation and various 
models of application, including reconciliation axes and 
the spectrum of reconciliation, and theories of change 
driving reconciliation. This section closes with two ex-
amples of international reconciliation (France-Germany 
and the United States–Japan) that are instructive for 
the US-Vietnam case. The second section delves into 
key elements of the postwar US-Vietnam relationship, 
such as efforts to tackle the effects of Agent Orange 
and unexploded ordnance, the search for missing 
remains from all sides, citizen diplomacy, forgiveness, 
reconciliation among Vietnamese inside and outside 
of the country, and the deepening, or “thickening,” of 
US-Vietnam bilateral relations. Finally, in the third sec-
tion, the authors identify lessons for policymakers and 
practitioners for bolstering sustained reconciliation in 
the future. These lessons are pertinent not only to US-
Vietnam relations but also to other countries seeking 
to transform postconflict anger and resentment into 
cooperation and even partnership.
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Understanding Reconciliation

“Reconciliation” is a much-used (indeed, perhaps 
overused) term whose meaning can shift significantly 
according to context. It has been used, for instance, 
to describe interpersonal conflict resolution, good 
working relationships, successfully negotiated peace 
agreements, and political power-sharing arrangements. 
This report favors a narrower definition, one that is 
particularly applicable to postconflict peacebuilding: 
the construction of sociopolitical cohesion at individual, 
family, communal, and national levels. “Constructing 
cohesion” here refers to restoring meaningful relation-
ships, nurturing collective concern for the common 
good, and establishing a shared view of a future to 
which all formerly divided parties belong.4 Such rec-
onciliation can encompass the normalization of dip-
lomatic relations between former enemies, but it can 
also extend far beyond that and can involve changes in 
interpersonal relationships as well as in institutional and 
political relationships.

Like some other models of reconciliation, this definition 
outlines a three-pillar process that begins by acknowl-
edging past suffering, moves on to changing destructive 
attitudes and behavior into new relationships and norms, 
and concludes by building a more just society with sus-
tainable peace.5 In a similar vein, Vietnamese American 
author Viet Thanh Nguyen calls for “just memory” based 
on an ethical awareness of humanity and inhumanity, 
equal access to sites of memory within and among 
countries, and the ability to imagine a new world. Such 
remembrance is contrasted with “unjust forgetting” that 
repeats a history of violence and leads inexorably to the 
next war.6 These concepts of reconciliation are closely 
linked to theories of transitional justice, which include 

features of accountability and reparations; (personal) 
reconciliation and healing; truth-telling and memorializa-
tion; and societal transformation.7

Despite these similarities, international comparative 
cases highlight important distinctions among different 
aspects and models of reconciliation. For example, the 
reconciliation axes model differentiates between past 
reconciliation (making peace with and letting go of 
revenge from historical harms) and future reconciliation 
(a joint visioning process that allows conflicting groups 
to imagine a shared future). A distinction is also made 
between vertical reconciliation (between the state and 
its citizens) and horizontal reconciliation (between indi-
viduals, communal networks, and societies).8 

In the reconciliation spectrum model (see figure 1), vary-
ing degrees of reconciliation are positioned on a spec-
trum that ranges from minimalist to maximalist. The min-
imalist approach, sometimes referred to as the “moving 
on” or “thin” approach, focuses on a cessation of 
violence, the maintenance of rule of law, a functioning 
political community, and agnostic politics (i.e., a kind of 
politics that is efficient or universal but devoid of moral 
or normative imperatives). In such contexts, former en-
emies coexist with little trust or respect and few shared 
values. On the other end of the spectrum, a maximalist 
approach focuses on transformation and emphasizes 
social renewal, healing, repentance and forgiveness, 
restorative justice, and moral repair—all of which are 
understood as reversing structural marginalization and 
discrimination and restoring the rights and belonging of 
victim-survivors. Situated between the minimalist and 
maximalist understandings, a deliberative or reform 
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approach to reconciliation prioritizes rights, institutional 
reform, justice and accountability, reparation, and new 
norms and narratives.9

Reconciliation processes can be differentiated not only 
by the axes they prioritize and their place on the recon-
ciliation spectrum, but also according to the strategies 
they embrace and the theories of change that inform 
those strategies. Strategies can be applied singly by 
government or nongovernmental actors in their policies 
and programming, but more commonly several strate-
gies are used in tandem at different levels and within 
different sectors of society. Some of the most commonly 
encountered strategies—several of which are strongly 
relevant to US-Vietnam reconciliation—are described in 
table 1: social identity; capacity building; contact/healthy 
relationships; shared goals; inclusive peacebuilding; 
arts and storytelling; trauma-informed healing, recovery, 
and resilience; and systems/structures. 

APPLICATIONS TO US-VIETNAM RELATIONS
Many of these theories of change are evident in the 
process of US-Vietnam reconciliation. Of particular in-
terest are the practices of contact/healthy relationships, 
shared goals, arts and storytelling, trauma-informed 

healing, and systems/structures. Over time, intensive  
citizen diplomacy and people-to-people interactions have 
strengthened the relationships between Americans 
and Vietnamese. In the process, whether intended 
or not, psychosocial healing has occurred, and arts 
and storytelling have increased levels of empathy and 
promoted educational and cultural understanding. 
These activities have helped minimize revenge and 
build tolerance. They allow each side to be recognized 
politically and socially by the other (see figure 2), which 
is necessary to maintain peace and reconciliation. 

The shared goals theory of change is probably less 
central to US-Vietnam reconciliation, though it is by no 
means irrelevant. Diplomatic efforts and government 
goodwill helped steer reconciliation toward shared 
goals and common approaches to reparations, which 
allowed the two sides to cooperate on mutually bene-
ficial processes of rapprochement. This collaboration 
helped both sides advance their own interests and 
meet their own needs without negating the interests 
and needs of the other side.

Social identity theory, while important, usually is not 
as relevant in interstate conflicts as it is in intrastate 

Rejection of 
vengeance Tolerance Recognition 

of the “other”
Apology 

and pardon
Mutual 

justice and 
collaboration

MINIMUM / THIN 
IMPROVEMENTS

MAXIMUM / THICK 
IMPROVEMENTS

Figure 1. Reconciliation spectrum

Source: Adapted from Simon Keyes, “Mapping Reconciliation,” Peacemakers Network, March 2019, https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5d0d32005 
d7640000177b27d/t/5d6733dd0d5ff60001df2014/1567044574969/Mapping-Reconciliation-.pdf.

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5d0d32005d7640000177b27d/t/5d6733dd0d5ff60001df2014/1567044574969/Mapping-Reconciliaiton-.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5d0d32005d7640000177b27d/t/5d6733dd0d5ff60001df2014/1567044574969/Mapping-Reconciliaiton-.pdf
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Strategy Theory of change Focus

Social identity Effective reconciliation must seek to create a 
shared superordinate identity encompassing 
conflicting groups. 

This theory of change focuses on individual  
motivation and emotion, personality, and collec-
tive identity factors such as human dignity and 
recognition politics.a

Capacity building Building the capacity of peacebuilding actors 
(individuals, groups, organizations, communities, 
and diplomats) in key conflict resolution and trans-
formation skills will lead to reconciliation. 

Phenomena of collective bias, emergent values 
and norms, and group structure as critical dynam-
ics for the reconciliation process.b 

Contact/healthy 
relationships 

Positive, well-facilitated contact between conflict-
ing groups can foster reconciliation.  

Historical and ongoing relational dynamics of 
group assimilation, social comparison, positive 
and negative differences, and interdependence.c

Shared goals Conflicting parties that take joint action on com-
mon goals (e.g., postconflict reconstruction) are 
more likely to engage in reconciliation. 

Cooperative problem-solving as a means to 
create action plans for existing challenges, build 
key positive relationships, and constructively shift 
“conflict-saturated narratives.”d

Inclusive peacebuilding Peacebuilding processes that are more inclusive 
of diverse social groups—including women, youth, 
and other traditionally marginalized populations—
lead to better and more sustainable reconciliation 
outcomes. 

Modeling prosocial relationships that include pro-
cesses of restoration, processes of reintegration 
(reassertion), Indigenous/localized practices, and 
psychotherapy.e

Arts and storytelling Using the expressive and performing arts along 
with storytelling will make reconciliation process-
es more responsive to local, cultural, and contex-
tualized wisdom. 

When music, dancing, poetry, drama, and theater 
are used to educate, advocate, and help people 
process a conflict they have gone through, it 
touches the subconscious level of human experi-
ence. This psychological, emotional space cannot 
always be verbally described; instead, it is often 
felt or understood from a deeper, intuitive place.f

Trauma-informed healing, 
recovery, and resilience

Addressing psychosocial trauma within conflict 
contexts will lead to more sustainable and trans-
formative reconciliation. 

Stress and psychological disorders as barriers or 
enablers for self-forgiveness and intrapersonal 
trauma healing.g

Systems/structures Enduring patterns of social interaction have 
observable effects on human behavior and the 
institutions that are constructed. 

Theories of structural violence, structure and 
agency, and structural conflict have helped to 
shape a systemic response to these structures.h 

Table 1. Reconciliation strategies and theories of change

Note: See page 29 for citations.
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conflicts, where identity is often a central issue. 
American and Vietnamese citizens have separately em-
barked on important social identity reconciliation efforts, 
but they have not necessarily done so together, with 
the notable exception of those key populations who 
suffered similar atrocities, whether they be veterans, 
prisoners of war, or survivors of Agent Orange spraying.

Least relevant to date have been strategies based on the 
capacity-building and inclusive peacebuilding theories 
of change. Nonetheless, those strategies certainly have 
the potential to develop the capacity needed to facilitate 
peacebuilding at all levels of society and to highlight 
and integrate the voices of marginalized groups.

COMPARATIVE CASES OF POSTWAR 
INTERNATIONAL RECONCILIATION
Franco-German reconciliation and the US-Japanese 
experience following World War II illustrate important 
principles relevant to the discussion of postwar rec-
onciliation between the United States and Vietnam. 
Although the contextual circumstances differ, both 
cases shared the experience of strong political will 
and citizen-led commitments to improve relations with 
former enemies after the war. Both cases also shared 
three aspects of reconciliation that assisted in their 
reconstruction: the building of informal societal and 
cultural exchanges; formal political and critical economic 
investment agreements; and the initiation of symbolic 
acts aimed at healing and recovery.

Franco-German reconciliation was set in motion early. 
In 1946, only a year after the end of World War II, Moral 
Rearmament (a global movement for reconciliation) 
began dialogues between French and German citi-
zenry at the Caux Palace in Switzerland. In 1949, West 
German chancellor Konrad Adenauer wrote a letter 
to the French prime minister, Robert Schuman, asking 
for an end to the post–World War II dismantling of key 
parts of Germany’s industrial sector. In 1951, through 
the influence of Schuman, Germany was allowed to 

become a founding member of the European Coal and 
Steel Industry (a forerunner of the European Union), 
which in turn opened the door for Germany’s recon-
struction and reconciliation.10 

In 2013, German president Joachim Gauck and French 
president François Hollande accompanied Robert 
Hébras on a visit to the ruins of his childhood home 
in Oradour-sur-Glane, France. Hébras was one of the 
few living survivors of a German massacre in his village 
during World War II. In his memorial speech, Gauck 
became the first German head of state to acknowl-
edge publicly the suffering and losses caused by the 
massacre.11 

In a 2020 essay for the website Beyond Intractability, 
Megan E. Huber describes key factors in the Franco-
German reconciliation process: 

Ultimately, in addition to a unique set of historical 

conditions that provided fertile ground for reexamining 

their relationship, French and German reconciliation was 

achieved through the creation of a dense web of institu-

tional linkages in nearly every sphere of human activity, 

including political, economic, social, and cultural. Critically, 

these linkages were created not only on a government 

-to-government basis, but also through civil society 

institutions in both countries and through a commitment 

to increasing people-to-people ties between the German 

and French societies. The “special relationship” we see 

between France and Germany today is based not only on 

a bilateral and multilateral commitment to consultation and 

cooperation, but also on the deep connections formed 

between the French and German peoples.12

Several factors that contributed to reconciliation in 
this case are relevant to the US-Vietnam relationship. 
One is the complete rupture of World War II, which 
functioned as a separation between the past, on the 
one side, and the present and the future, on the other. 
Indeed, according to John Paul Lederach, an influen-
tial peacebuilding thinker and practitioner, separation 
is sometimes necessary after a long-standing violent 
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conflict before the process of healing and reconcilia-
tion can begin.13 The rise of a new common enemy, the 
Soviet Union, also helped the reconciliation process, 
as did the fact that both the political leadership and 
postwar populations of the two countries were ready 
to improve relations. Other key aspects of the Franco-
German process were building informal societal and 
cultural ties, institutionalizing peace (e.g., Élysée Treaty 
of 1963), and symbolic acts aimed at healing the wounds 
of the past.

Reconciliation between the United States and Japan 
offers different points of comparison. A 2018 Time es-
say examining the process provides this overview:

How did the US and Japan get from the situation in 1945 

to the strong alliance they have today? The process of 

reconciliation began as soon as the war ended, but it 

didn’t always go smoothly. The first phase was the United 

States’ roughly seven-year occupation of Japan, which 

began following the surrender. When Japan got a new 

constitution, which took effect on May 3, 1947, its terms 

came largely courtesy of American influence, specifically 

that of US General Douglas MacArthur and his staff. The 

American occupation of Japan ended in 1952, after the US 

and Japan signed a security treaty for a “peace of recon-

ciliation” in San Francisco in 1951. Not everyone was happy 

about the two nations’ growing closeness. But the forces 

behind the scenes—especially the economic forces—were 

stronger than any individual’s protests.14

Postwar US-Japan relations were initiated at senior 
government levels; the societies caught up later. Even 
in the 1980s, there was lingering anti-Japanese sen-
timent in the United States, and some controversy 

about the use of atomic bombs continues. In 2016, 
Barack Obama became the first US president to visit 
Hiroshima, and Japanese prime minister Shinzo Abe 
visited Pearl Harbor seven months later. Obama wrote 
in the guest book at the Hiroshima Peace Park: “We 
have known the agony of war. Let us now find the cour-
age, together, to spread peace, and pursue a world 
without nuclear weapons.”15 In this way, the United 
States offered sympathy for victims’ suffering without 
entering into specifics or discussing responsibility. 

The US-Japan case, like the Franco-German case, dif-
fers contextually from the transition from war to peace 
between the United States and Vietnam. Japan was 
forced to surrender unconditionally, and the peace was 
enforced by US occupation and the rewriting of the 
Japanese constitution. None of these aspects were part 
of the US-Vietnam postwar reconciliation process; North 
Vietnam emerged victorious from its war with the United 
States and subsequently imposed its political system 
throughout Vietnam. Economically, both Japan and 
Vietnam experienced accelerated economic integration 
and investment with US markets, although the start of 
expansion in Vietnam was delayed for several de-
cades due to geopolitics and a US-led trade embargo. 
While Vietnam did not suffer the devastation of nuclear 
warfare, the losses of the US-Vietnam war in terms of 
military and civilian deaths, infrastructural damage, and 
environmental destruction were severe. Against the 
backdrop of the Cold War era, the internal and exter-
nal pressures for the United States to end the war in 
Vietnam also became an international cause for peace.
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Key Components of US-
Vietnam Reconciliation

When the Agreement on Ending the War and Restoring 
Peace in Viet Nam (“Paris Peace Accords”) was signed in 
1973, US troops and prisoners of war returned home, but 
the war continued. President Richard Nixon’s promise 
of nearly $5 billion in reconstruction aid to Vietnam was 
superseded by events. After Saigon was captured by 
North Vietnamese forces on April 30, 1975, the United 
States extended its wartime embargo on the North to 
cover the whole country. For the next two decades, 
there were no official contacts between the former ene-
mies. (See figure 2 for key dates in postwar relations.)

What followed the unification of Vietnam was an 
unusual process of “asymmetrical peacebuilding,” in 
which a poor, developing country on the winning side 
faced a defeated superpower.16 Although it had lost the 
war, the United States possessed overwhelming power 
to decide on the timing, sequence, and conditions of 
repairing relations. Public opinion in both countries was 
divided on the merits of reconciliation. In this impasse, 
individuals and civil society organizations—including 
veterans, peace activists, nongovernmental aid orga-
nizations, educators, businesspeople, and Vietnamese 
Americans—leveraged influence and resources to 
act, building social cohesion and taking the initia-
tive to show governments what needed to be done. 
Eventually, after negotiations and delays, governments 
learned from citizens and started emulating and scaling 
up those efforts.17

This section of the report examines how this pro-
cess unfolded, looking first at two legacies of the war 
around which cooperation gradually developed, then 

at the trailblazing impact of citizen diplomacy on the 
preparedness of the two governments to work togeth-
er, the underpinnings and limitations of Vietnam’s read-
iness to forgive, efforts to bridge the divide between 
Vietnamese in Vietnam and members of the diaspora, 
and finally at what remains to be done to move from 
“thin” to “thick” reconciliation.

POSTWAR DISPUTES: MISSING IN 
ACTION AND AGENT ORANGE
Two unique legacies of the post–Vietnam War context 
determined the trajectory of reconciliation: the effects 
of Agent Orange and the issue of US prisoners of war 
and military personnel missing in action (POW/MIA). 
Prisoners of war and unaccounted for military person-
nel are features of all wars, but in the aftermath of the 
Vietnam War, the two groups became linked in an un-
precedented way. The 591 US prisoners of war, mostly 
officers and enlisted aircrew, held in North Vietnam 
were released in 1973 after signing of the Paris Peace 
Accords. Due to the exceptional organizational abilities 
of the National League of POW/MIA Families and sim-
ilar groups, the fewer than 2,000 Americans still listed 
as missing in Vietnam became symbols for the suffer-
ing and dislocation of the war and, as portrayed on the 
ubiquitous black POW/MIA flag, were transformed into 
potentially living victims in the American public’s mind.18 

The use of herbicides by the US military from 1961 to 
1971 became the most visible and intractable legacy of 
the war.19 Agent Orange and several other herbicides 
contained dioxin, a toxic and persistent manufacturing 
byproduct. The spraying of more than 10 percent of the 
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land area of South Vietnam as well as parts of Laos and 
Cambodia, affected combatants and civilians from all 
sides through the immediate damage to the environ-
ment and through the serious yet indeterminate long-
term health effects of dioxin exposure. Agent Orange 
became the preeminent obstacle to reconciliation on 
the Vietnamese side at the same time it was raised as a 
key concern of US veterans.

In the immediate postwar period, these barriers made 
rapprochement impossible. During the first negotiations 
on normalization in 1977 and 1978, Assistant Secretary 
of State Richard Holbrooke set preconditions that 
including increased cooperation on MIAs, no demands 
for reparations, and no discussion of Agent Orange.20 

Former Vietnamese ambassador Lê Văn Bàng recalled 
that “relations between Vietnam and the United States 
were so bad we could not talk about anything but MIAs 
and POWs.”21 Yet over time, the POW/MIA and Agent 
Orange issues “evolved from a subject of anger and 
resentment to one of appreciation and cooperation.”22

The first delegation of US veterans returned to Vietnam 
in 1981, led by Bobby Muller, president of Vietnam 
Veterans of America Foundation. “As the head of 
Vietnam Vets,” Muller said, “nobody was in a better po-
sition to do an outreach to Vietnam than the leadership 
of those who fought. Politicians are not going to get 
ahead of us.”23 In Hanoi, Muller met Vietnamese foreign 
minister Nguyễn Cơ Thạch and spoke with leading 

US ambassador to Vietnam David Shear, center, and Vietnamese deputy defense minister Nguyễn Chí Vịnh, third from left, and delegates attend a 
ceremony marking the start of a project to clean up dioxin from the Vietnam War at a former US military base in Danang, Vietnam, on August 9, 2012. 
(Photo by Maika Elan/AP)
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medical expert Tôn Thất Tùng about veterans’ growing 
concern that exposure to Agent Orange was the cause 
of significant health problems. Subsequent American 
delegations included humanitarian assistance missions 
from the Quakers, Mennonites, and Church World 
Service, as well as sympathetic scientists and former 
anti-war leaders. Vietnamese refugees in the United 
States, such as South Vietnamese veteran Ca Van Tran 
and Professor Le Xuan Khoa, also began to return to 
Vietnam for humanitarian and charitable purposes. 
These visits served as key confidence-building mecha-
nisms for reconciliation.

Agreement between the US and Vietnamese govern-
ments was reached first on the priority US issue: the 
fullest possible accounting of Americans missing in 
action. Ann Mills-Griffiths, CEO of the National League 
of Families and the sister of a missing pilot, visited 
Vietnam for the first time in 1982 to set up the first 
high-level negotiations between the countries. Initial 
suspicion that Vietnam was hiding information about 
living POWs gradually gave way to understanding and 
cooperation to search for remains of the missing. Mills-
Griffiths returned in 1986 with General John Vessey, 
who was appointed by President Ronald Reagan as a 
special emissary. As a result of the 1986 negotiations, 
Vietnam permitted US teams to search throughout the 
country, starting in 1988.24 The joint field operations that 
followed were the first cooperative activities between 
the United States and the reunified Vietnam. 

From the late 1980s until 1995, the Joint Task Force–
Full Accounting office (later renamed the Defense 
POW/MIA Accounting Agency) was the only official US 
representation in Vietnam. To date, with the cooper-
ation of Vietnamese, Laotian, and Cambodian gov-
ernment partners, the United States has been able to 
account for the remains of more than 1,000 US service 
members. The MIA program laid essential ground-
work for later progress in other areas of US-Vietnam 
relations. A bipartisan group of Vietnam veterans in 

the US Senate, led by John McCain and John Kerry, 
cited progress on MIA accounting in their support for 
making peace with Vietnam, a politically risky and 
controversial position at the time. They were joined by 
Patrick Leahy, who extended his work on landmines 
and supporting war victims to Vietnam. In 1991, Leahy 
led a bipartisan congressional delegation to Vietnam.25 
The senators thought that ending the trade embargo 
and normalizing diplomatic relations would help “over-
come a difficult period in American history” and serve 
US strategic interests; economic factors played little 
role in their calculations.26

Efforts to address the impact of Agent Orange met 
greater resistance, as Vietnamese and US officials 
and scientists disagreed on the available evidence 
of whether exposure to dioxin causes ill health and 
birth defects. After normalization in 1995, the United 
States increased support for people with disabilities in 
Vietnam and began a humanitarian program to clear 
landmines and unexploded ordnance (UXO) but still re-
fused to discuss Agent Orange. Prominent Vietnamese 
scientists, including Hoàng Đình Cầu, Lê Cao Đài, and 
Võ Quý, conducted groundbreaking research on the 
effects of Agent Orange, and Vietnamese diplomats 
brought up the issue with American counterparts at ev-
ery opportunity. Even though US veterans had become 
eligible for Agent Orange–related health benefits in 
1991, the US government did not acknowledge or ac-
cept responsibility for Vietnamese victims. The debate 
about the human impacts of Agent Orange became “a 
political third rail, poisoning any hope of full reconcilia-
tion for well over twenty years.”27

Once again, private citizens entered the gap between 
governments. Starting in the late 1990s, the American 
Red Cross and Ford Foundation made grants to 
Vietnamese partners, enabling them to support Agent 
Orange victims and conduct research. The major 
breakthrough was the finding by Hatfield Consultants, 
a Canadian environmental firm funded by Ford and 
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the Vietnamese government’s 10-80 Committee, that 
remaining dioxin was concentrated in a small number 
of “hotspots” around former US military bases in South 
Vietnam.28 The Ford Foundation subsequently con-
vened a US-Vietnam Dialogue Group on Agent Orange 
composed of prominent Vietnamese and Americans 
and co-chaired by Ambassador Tôn Nữ Thị Ninh and 
Walter Isaacson, president of the Aspen Institute. The 
group agreed on a declaration and 10-year plan of 
action, calling on the US government “to join with the 
Vietnamese to fund a comprehensive and humanitarian 
effort to resolve the legacy of Agent Orange/dioxin in 
Vietnam . . . and remove a barrier to fully normal U.S.-
Vietnam relations.”29

According to former Vietnamese environmental official 
Lê Kế Sơn and Ford Foundation representative Charles 
Bailey, the key to resolving the impasse on Agent 
Orange was appealing to US responsibility in a posi-
tive, nonthreatening way and making the argument that 
“Agent Orange is a humanitarian issue that we can do 
something about.” The dialogue group emphasized 
practical solutions, not legal liability or reparations, and 
channeled assistance through Vietnamese and inter-
national nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) rather 
than government agencies.30

This framing also resonated with US ambassador 
Michael Marine and congressional leaders. Following a 
visit to Vietnam by President George W. Bush in 2006, 
Congress appropriated the first funding for Agent 
Orange–related environmental and health programs.31 
Four years later, Senator Leahy declared: “It would be 
hard to overstate the importance the Vietnamese give 
to addressing the needs of people who have been 
harmed. The legacy of Agent Orange, for years an 
issue that divided us, is now one that is bringing us to-
gether.”32 Speaking in 2015, Leahy explained, “I felt that 
instead of turning our backs on the problem we had 
a moral obligation to do something about it.”33 In the 
words of Lê Kế Sơn, “Cooperation in handling Agent 
Orange and landmines has led to the consequences of 
war no longer being an obstacle between Vietnam and 
the United States.”34 

CITIZEN-LED RECONCILIATION EFFORTS
“Citizen diplomacy”—defined as “the political concept 
of average citizens engaging as representatives of a 
country or cause either inadvertently or by design”—
has taken many forms in the process of US-Vietnam 
reconciliation and was particularly crucial before 1995, 
when official channels between the two countries were 
blocked.35 Since the war in Vietnam, Americans have 
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traveled to Vietnam to build relationships, find psycho-
logical and moral healing, make investments, pursue 
philanthropic and religious endeavors, explore the 
local culture, and sightsee. Vietnamese refugees, en-
trepreneurs, students, and diplomats have come to the 
United States with an equally diverse set of motives. 
Multiple sectors of society have benefited from these 
reciprocal bridge-building actions, including education, 
the economy, the arts, and environmental protection. 

The following examples illustrate the diversity that has 
characterized this citizen diplomacy. 

• John McAuliff, a former American Friends Service 
Committee (Quaker) activist, started the US-
Indochina Reconciliation Project (later the Fund for 
Reconciliation and Development) in 1985 to advo-
cate for normalized relations and promote US ex-
changes to and from Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. 
The deputy director of the Fund for Reconciliation 
and Development, Susan Hammond, daughter of 
a Vietnam veteran, later founded the War Legacies 
Project to raise awareness and take action to help 
Agent Orange victims and their families in Vietnam 
and Laos.36

• Ca Van Tran, a Vietnamese American businessman, 
returned to Ho Chi Minh City for the first time in 
1990 and was struck by the needs of disabled South 
Vietnamese veterans living on the street. Back at 
home in Virginia, Tran founded Vietnam Assistance 
for the Handicapped (VNAH) to support victims of war. 

• From 1991 to 2023, VNAH mobilized more than 
$42 million in funding from the US and Japanese 
governments, as well as private organizations and 
individuals. VNAH has provided more than 90,000 
people with disabilities with assistive devices and 
wheelchairs and has advocated for Vietnam to adopt 
a law on persons with disabilities that would improve 
rights and accessibility. 

• In 1969, US Army Lt. Daniel Cheney died in combat 
in Vietnam. His sister, Jerilyn Brusseau, believed that 
one day ordinary American families like hers must 
reach out to the Vietnamese people to honor losses 
on all sides and to begin building bridges of peace 
and friendship. More than 25 years later, Jerilyn and 
her husband, Danaan Parry, founded PeaceTrees 
Vietnam to clear bombs and mines and bring inter-
national volunteers, including US veterans and their 
families, to plant trees with Vietnamese youth and 
community leaders on safely cleared land. 

• As a medical student in Huế, Nguyễn Viết Nhân vis-
ited hundreds of families affected by Agent Orange 
and was one of the first researchers to demonstrate 
links between Agent Orange exposure and many 
types of birth defects. Later, Nhân established the 
Office of Genetic Counseling and Disabled Children 
at the Huế University of Medicine and Pharmacy to 
help child victims of Agent Orange and their families 
lead healthier and more dignified lives.

• Chuck Searcy, who served in Saigon in 1967 and 
1968, was among the first US veterans to return 
to Vietnam. He was the first representative of the 
Vietnam Veterans of America Foundation in Vietnam 
and later became the president of Chapter 160 
(Vietnam) of Veterans for Peace. In 2001, he and 
Quảng Trị provincial official Hoàng Nam co-founded 
Project RENEW, focusing on UXO and risk education 
in the most heavily bombed province in Vietnam.

Not all citizen diplomacy efforts, it should be noted, 
have been successful or helpful. Numerous challenges 
always confront citizen activism, among them issues of 
how to communicate accomplishments and raise public 
awareness; how to ensure sustainability of funding 
and local leadership; and how to manage the poten-
tial overreach of government regulation and escape 
co-optation. Another problem is posed by the fact that 
civil society initiatives (e.g., private donors funding 
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social services or environmental remediation) may 
unintentionally relieve governments of their obliga-
tions to deliver effective goods and services. However, 
while these concerns have clouded some initiatives 
in US-Vietnam reconciliation, taken as a whole, citizen 
diplomacy has helped create a powerful fabric of social 
cohesion that has contributed to laying the foundation 
(or safety net) for the two governments to build confi-
dence and solidify bilateral goodwill.

BREAKING THE OFFICIAL DEADLOCK
The personal relationships that developed between 
Americans and Vietnamese were critical to building 
trust on Agent Orange, MIAs, and other divisive issues. 
Ted Osius, who served as US ambassador to Vietnam 
from 2014 to 2017, concluded that “showing respect 

meant figuring out what was truly important to our 
Vietnamese partners and taking that seriously.”37 Senator 
Leahy formed a distinctive bond with Vietnamese 
deputy defense minister Nguyễn Chí Vịnh that trans-
formed initial distance and resentment into an appetite 
for joint problem-solving.38 With Leahy’s and Vịnh’s 
backing, US funding for Agent Orange cleanup and dis-
ability programs increased from an initial $3 million in 
2007 to $50 million in 2024, totaling more than $500 
million over that period.39 This includes support to 
people with significant disabilities in 10 heavily sprayed 
provinces; cleanup of the Danang airport hotspot; and 
launch of the restoration of Biên Hòa Air Base, the 
largest contaminated area. In addition, the US State 
Department has been the leading international donor 
for UXO action, providing over $230 million for UXO 

Chuck Searcy greets Trịnh Thị Hồng Thắm, the leader of a demining team, in Vietnam’s Quảng Trị Province on February 28, 2024. Searcy, who 
served as an intelligence analyst for the US Army in Vietnam, co-founded Project RENEW, a group that finds, removes, and deactivates unexploded 
ordnance left from the Vietnam War. (Photo by Linh Pham/New York Times)
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clearance, risk education, and survivor assistance 
since 1993 and contributing to a drop in casualties per 
year from hundreds to fewer than 10 by 2020.40 Taking 
an ambitious new direction for cooperation, in 2021, 
the United States began a program (in which USIP is 
a partner) to assist Vietnam in accounting for its own 
estimated 180,000 missing and 300,000 unidentified 
wartime remains, including development of DNA analy-
sis capacities.41

It is notable that the shift in US policy has occurred 
without a formal apology, something that (as illustrated 
in figure 1) is often seen as a key stage in the spectrum 
of reconciliation. Vietnam made demands for an apol-
ogy and reparations early in the postwar period but 
dropped the issue during negotiations for diplomatic 
normalization. Speaking in 2023, former ambassador 
Tôn Nữ Thị Ninh remarked that present-day Vietnam 
is “not asking for or expecting an apology. That makes 
things much easier.”42 US leaders, for their part, con-
cerned about legal liability and political pressures not 
to apologize for America, have avoided explicit apol-
ogies in favor of expressions of regret for past losses. 
But during his visit to Laos in 2016, President Barack 
Obama echoed Leahy’s language, stating, “Given our 
history here, I believe that the United States has a 
moral obligation to help Laos heal.”43 This formulation 
of moral, if not legal, responsibility allowed the US 
government to acknowledge the past, build trust, and 
demonstrate good faith as a partner of Vietnam.44 

The trust built through cooperation on war lega-
cy programs has become the basis for progress in 
other areas of US-Vietnam relations. A bilateral trade 
agreement signed in 2001 paved the way for Vietnam 
to enter the World Trade Organization and integrate 
into the world economy. President George W. Bush 
included Vietnam in his signature HIV/AIDS initiative, 
the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief, which 
contributed to successful containment of the HIV 
epidemic in the early 2000s. The bilateral comprehen-
sive partnership in 2013 institutionalized US-Vietnam 

cooperation on maritime security, economic engage-
ment, climate and environment, education, and human 
rights. When General Secretary Nguyễn Phú Trọng 
visited the White House in 2016, President Obama 
emphasized that the United States respects Vietnam’s 
different political system and is not trying to replace 
the Communist Party, while stressing that human rights 
are a core US commitment.

These diplomatic steps culminated in the 2023 
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership, which establish-
es and expands a broad range of government-to-gov-
ernment initiatives in multiple sectors.45 The joint 
declaration includes a specific chapter on war legacy 
cooperation in which the United States and Vietnam 
agree to complete dioxin remediation at Biên Hòa, 
expand disability assistance, provide additional fund-
ing for UXO clearance, and increase training and 
support for DNA analysis and identification of missing 
Vietnamese.46 Vietnam maintains its multidirectional 
foreign policy, including having comprehensive strate-
gic partnerships with China, Russia, and other regional 
powers; avoiding military alliances; and seeking “to be 
friends with all countries in the world community, striv-
ing for peace, independence and development.”47 This 
policy enables Vietnam to cooperate with the United 
States and other democratic countries as long as that 
cooperation is not presented as part of an alliance 
against China.48 While refraining from taking sides in 
geopolitical competition, Vietnam now has the closest 
relations with the United States at any time in its history. 

THE FORGIVENESS FACTOR
Americans who visit Vietnam today find little evidence 
of the country’s pre-1975 division and are almost uni-
formly struck by the welcoming attitude of Vietnamese 
people toward them personally and toward the United 
States in general. The feeling is more than a lack of 
animosity: Americans experience their reception as 
warm, even “effervescent.”49 The finding applies equal-
ly in former North and South Vietnam, in cities and rural 
areas, among old and young, and among Communist 
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Party members and those who are not members. 
Survey data backs this up: in its 2017 survey of global 
opinion, the Pew Research Center found that 84 per-
cent of Vietnamese had a positive view of the United 
States, the highest rate of all 37 countries surveyed at 
the time.50

The surprise, confusion, and relief at Vietnamese 
attitudes is strongest among returning US veterans. 
During the war, US pilots who were shot down over 
North Vietnam—John McCain being the most famous 
example—had to be protected by local civil defense 
forces from hostile mobs before they were taken to 
prison. Several decades after the end of the war, how-
ever, such violent animosity had disappeared. Even 
in the early 1990s, President George H. W. Bush was 
“amazed at how Vietnam had gotten over the war [and 
by] a Vietnamese ability to forgive past actions and to 
look to the future without recriminations.”51

Vietnamese and international observers propose three 
sets of (nonexclusive) explanations for this dramatic 
shift in Vietnamese attitudes. Pragmatic arguments 
include the fact that Vietnam has a young population 
overall, most of whom were born after 1975 and who 
thus have no memory of the war; economic interests in 
trade with the United States; and an overriding concern 
about China, which invaded Vietnam more recently and 
historically more frequently.52 As a Vietnamese foreign 
ministry leader admonished a US diplomat in 1995, 
“Never forget that Vietnam also does what is in its own 
interest.”53 And yet positive views of the United States 
are not limited to the young or to those benefiting from 
US trade and investment. Other countries that also 
have strong economic ties with Vietnam, and that have 
never gone to war with Vietnam, are also viewed posi-
tively, but not to the same extent as the United States.

The political explanation for why the Vietnamese look 
to the future, not the past, of their relationship with the 
United States is, first, that the revolutionary side won 

the war, so the victors have no shame or resentment 
about the outcome, which is, indeed, presented as 
a great national victory. Second, leaders such as Hồ 
Chí Minh emphasized that they had no argument with 
Americans as a people, only with the wartime policies 
of the US government. And many Americans vigorously 
opposed the war. This Marxist-inflected view neglects 
the fact that Americans nevertheless elected officials 
and paid taxes to governments who funded and con-
ducted the war.54 Nonetheless, peace activists demon-
strated that not all Americans thought alike. Former 
revolutionary negotiator and later vice president 
Nguyễn Thị Bình writes that the anti-war movement 
was essential to shortening the war and reestablishing 
peace. According to her, many Americans, especially 
women, believed the war was not in the interests of 
the American people, and this made later reconciliation 
efforts possible.55

Cultural arguments go further back in history to explore 
why Vietnamese have not held grudges or continued 
to lament wartime losses. Former ambassador to the 
United Nations Đặng Đình Quý notes that “forgiveness 
is hard, but it’s a Vietnamese tradition.” Vietnamese 
champions for normalization of relations, such as former 
prime ministers Võ Văn Kiệt and Nguyễn Tấn Dũng, 
were veterans who lost family members during the war; 
they and other veterans did not forget the past, but 
decided to move past it, much as their US counterparts 
did.56 Cultural scholar Hữu Ngọc holds that “the true 
face of Vietnam is not war. Buddhism for the Vietnamese 
means the heart and compassion and pity.” Although 
Vietnamese have fought numerous wars with their 
neighbors throughout the country’s history, they have 
learned how to make peace afterward and showed 
“human realism” to former enemies.57 Indeed, although 
Vietnamese schoolbooks (and many US writers) empha-
size repeated conflicts between Vietnam and China, in 
fact the two countries have coexisted and traded peace-
fully for far longer than they have been at war.
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All of these explanations for Vietnamese openness and 
forgiveness contain aspects of truth and are probably 
valid for some Vietnamese more than others. Without 
subscribing to an essentialist view of national character, 
the question of historical Vietnamese experiences of 
peacebuilding deserves further attention, as does the 
role of religious practices—primarily Buddhist, but also 
Catholic, Cao Dai, and from other faith traditions—in 
shaping the Vietnamese approach to reconciliation. 
What is clearly insufficient is a pragmatic-only view that 
the Vietnamese “generosity of spirit towards Americans” 
is conditional on an “undertone of profit,” on US invest-
ment in Vietnam, and on protection from China.58 

Yet forgiveness, as difficult as it can be to offer, is not 
the same as full reconciliation, which has yet to be 
achieved. Forgiveness absolves a former enemy of 
crimes it committed without necessarily critiquing one’s 
own role in the conflict. Contemporary Vietnamese 
discourse is comfortable with naming and addressing 
different aspects of the US role in the Second Indochina 
War—such as invading Vietnam and spraying Agent 
Orange—but there are gaps in the official memory 
when it comes to events that preceded and postdated 
US involvement: the division of the country into two 
competing states, the struggle against the Republic 
of Vietnam from 1973 to 1975, the establishment of 
reeducation camps, the exodus of ethnic Chinese 
and Vietnamese boat people, and the invasion and 
occupation of Cambodia in response to Khmer Rouge 
cross-border attacks. These gaps have made it harder 
for Vietnamese in Vietnam to reconcile with Vietnamese 
in the United States than with other Americans.

RECONCILIATION PATHWAYS 
AMONG VIETNAMESE
The “last corner of reconciliation that needs to be 
looked at,” according to Tôn Nữ Thị Ninh, concerns 

the history of Vietnamese division and the resulting 
Vietnamese diaspora.59 The war in Vietnam was both 
a civil war between communists and noncommunists 
and a postcolonial war between Vietnamese national-
ists and French (later US) occupiers. After the Geneva 
Accords divided the country in 1954 at the end of the 
First Indochina War, there were two competing states 
in Vietnamese territory: the Democratic Republic of 
Vietnam (DRV), led by Hồ Chí Minh, with its capital in 
Hanoi, and the Republic of Vietnam (RVN), led by Ngô 
Đình Diệm in Saigon. Both claimed to represent the 
entire country, not just  the half assigned to their con-
trol.60 The majority of rural Vietnamese in both zones 
supported Hồ Chí Minh’s revolution, whereas urban 
centers in the south favored the RVN. The war was a 
political and ideological conflict, not a regional one: 
key leaders of the DRV were from central and southern 
provinces, and the RVN leadership included anti-com-
munist northerners. Many families were divided, with 
members on both sides of the conflict. Thus, healing 
from wartime trauma—for instance, through recovery 
and identification of remains and artifacts of family 
members who died during the war—is an intensely 
personal process for many Vietnamese. The family, 
more than public spaces, is where healing begins and 
is often centered, especially because few public or 
donor resources have been devoted to mental health 
and trauma recovery.

In 1975, the two halves of Vietnam were reunited 
through military victory. People who had “regrouped” 
from the south to the north in 1954 came back to their 
home provinces, in some cases taking up leadership 
positions in local government. Northern officials and 
civilians who traveled to the south came back with an 
appreciation for Saigon-style music, culture, and entre-
preneurship.61 Some moved south because they were 
sent there; others migrated by choice for personal and 

Contemporary Vietnamese discourse is comfortable with naming and addressing different aspects of 
the US role in the Second Indochina War, but there are gaps in the official memory when it comes to 
events that preceded and postdated US involvement.
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economic reasons. Over time, the party-state loosened 
its control over many aspects of daily life.62 Economic 
and educational opportunities became available 
regardless of family background, although Communist 
Party members retained important advantages.

To be sure, not all Vietnamese were reconciled to 
unification in what was named the Socialist Republic 
of Vietnam (SRV). The victors sent high-ranking RVN 
military and civilian officials to reeducation camps, 
nationalized most businesses, expelled ethnic Chinese, 
and collectivized agriculture against the wishes of most 
southern farmers.63 Facing dwindling economic and 
societal opportunities in the late 1970s and early 1980s, 
desperate southerners (and some northerners) fled 
the country by boat, many arriving in the United States 
as refugees. Later, US programs allowed for formal 
migration for ex-RVN officers, Amerasian children, and 
their families. In all, 720,000 Vietnamese emigrated to 
the United States; Americans of Vietnamese origin, part 
of the global Vietnamese diaspora, now number over 
2 million.

When the SRV launched the Đổi mới (“Renewal”) pro-
gram of economic reforms in the 1980s, it opened the 
country’s doors to visitors, including Americans, and 
made some effort to welcome overseas Vietnamese 
(Việt kiều), who are viewed more as “returning” 
Vietnamese than as foreigners. Việt kiều can enter 
Vietnam without a visa and have limited rights of land 
ownership.64 At first, committed anti-communists op-
posed any engagement with the SRV. Over time, howev-
er, more and more Vietnamese Americans have visited 
relatives, studied, or invested in Vietnam—particularly 
the younger generation born during or after the war, but 
also prominent politicians, singers, and intellectuals.65 

Beneath the apparent normalcy, tensions remain. Many 
Vietnamese Americans proudly fly the former RVN flag 
(three red lines on a yellow background) rather than 
the DRV and SRV national flag (one large yellow star on 

red). “Reconciliation,” or the near-equivalent Vietnamese 
term hòa hợp hòa giải, is a suspect concept to those 
who associate it with efforts to reassimilate overseas 
Vietnamese on the communist government’s terms. 
While welcoming Việt kiều to visit, study, and work in 
Vietnam, the current Vietnamese state does not accept 
that the pre-1975 RVN ever had legitimacy, and there-
fore the officials who served it and the soldiers who 
fought for it (whether as officers or draftees) are not 
officially recognized. As noted earlier, in present-day 
Vietnam, the Second Indochina War is usually referred 
to as “the American war,” to distinguish it from wars that 
the DRV and SRV fought against the French and the 
Chinese. In other words, the nationalist-revolutionary 
aspect of the Vietnam War is emphasized, and the 
civil war between communists and noncommunists is 
played down. 

Việt kiều note that their families’ wartime losses are not 
commemorated either by the United States, which hon-
ors its own veterans and MIAs, or by Vietnam, where 
memorials, cemeteries, and pensions are maintained 
only for those on the winning side.66 The former RVN 
military cemetery near Biên Hòa, outside of Saigon, is 
a symbolic place of uneasy reconciliation. Abandoned 
for decades after the war, the cemetery fell into disre-
pair until the early 2000s, when reform-minded SRV 
officials transferred it to civilian control. This enabled 
the Vietnamese American Foundation (VAF), a non-
profit based in Houston, to propose action to maintain 
the cemetery, starting in 2011. As researcher Alex-Thai 
Vo has documented, the VAF’s initiative continued 
for several years but lost momentum due to internal 
organizational issues and pushback from members of 
the diaspora who still opposed any cooperation with 
the SRV.67 Efforts to preserve the cemetery are ongoing 
with support from multiple US-based groups; succes-
sive US ambassadors and consuls general have taken 
the initiative to facilitate connections with Vietnamese 
authorities. Even modest steps to improve conditions 
at the cemetery would demonstrate to Vietnamese 
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Americans from the former South that their own family 
histories are recognized.68 Vietnamese officials agree 
on the importance of the site, while noting the obliga-
tion of the United States to take responsibility for its 
former allies and take part in joint efforts with Vietnam 
to maintain the cemetery.69

Aware of the difficulty of acknowledging the past and 
reconciling with the diaspora, pragmatic Vietnamese 
leaders emphasize an envisioned future of technolo-
gy, arts, educational exchange, and a green economy 
that will attract younger Việt kiều to come (back) to 
their “homeland.” Tôn Nữ Thị Ninh recommends that 
conversations among Vietnamese in and outside the 
country avoid the term “reconciliation” and instead 
“move straight to engagement and connectivity” with 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations and Indo-
Pacific partners.70 Regardless of whether or not the 
word “reconciliation” is used, however, no other group 
of Americans has as close a connection to Vietnam, 
and their engagement and return to Vietnam brings 
them back to the original source of the trauma and dis-
location of war. Ted Osius concludes that Vietnamese 
Americans are the “key to reconciliation . . . critical 
for the long-term success of ties between the two 
countries.”71 Beyond bilateral relations, the process 
of reconciliation depends on the active involvement 
of Vietnamese Americans in, for instance, accounting 
for casualties from all sides of the war, reaching out to 
those associated with the RVN and their descendants, 
and engaging young people from both countries in 
exchanges and cooperation.

Vietnamese veterans gather for a parade in Ho Chi Minh City on April 30, 2015, to celebrate the 40th anniversary of the end of the Vietnam War. 
(Photo by Na Son Nguyen/AP)
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FROM “THIN” TO “THICK” RECONCILIATION
Thus, while reconciliation between governments 
and among American and Vietnamese people has 
shown remarkable progress, reconciliation between 
Vietnamese in and outside the country remains in-
complete. In terms of the spectrum of reconciliation 
presented earlier, the US-Vietnam partnership has 
moved beyond the “apology and pardon” stage to start 
on the maximal stage of “mutual justice and collabora-
tion.” Vietnamese Americans, however, are still at the 
middle of the spectrum, striving for “recognition of the 
‘other.’” Whether US-Vietnam reconciliation is shallow 
or deep—“thin” or “thick”—depends on which group or 
groups being assessed and which aspect of reconcili-
ation is being considered. Much progress has focused 
on dealing with the physical legacies of war—UXO, 
MIAs, disabilities associated with Agent Orange—while 
nonmaterial legacies of trauma, mental health, and fam-
ily relationships remain underemphasized. As trust has 
increased over time, Americans and Vietnamese have 
moved from weaker to stronger forms of reconciliation, 
but the journey is by no means over. In Leahy’s words, 
“We have come a long way. We have further to go.”72

A three-pillar model of reconciliation helps map out 
what has been accomplished so far and what still needs 
to be done: dealing with the past, creating new relation-
ships and norms, and constructing just societies.

Dealing with the past. While neither country has issued 
a formal apology, launched an official transitional justice 
process, or established a truth commission, truth-telling 
has been advanced below the level of government 
through documentation of war atrocities by NGOs, 
citizen diplomacy and exchanges, advocacy campaigns, 
and efforts at memorialization in both countries. A pleth-
ora of publications, films, and media coverage has also 
contributed to truth-telling about the past. 

The South African Truth and Reconciliation Commis-
sion’s final report identifies four kinds of truth: forensic 

truth (fact-finding), personal truth (individual experi-
ences and stories), social truth (cultural and societal 
narratives), and healing and restorative truth (mutually 
reinforcing and integrated truth that leads to social co-
hesion).73 In the case of Vietnam, all sides have worked 
to establish the forensic truth (sometimes in coopera-
tion with each other), and the personal truth of those 
most affected by the war has been amplified, including 
the voices of the next generations of Vietnamese in the 
diaspora. Important efforts at shifting the sociopolitical 
narrative about the Vietnam War have also been made 
on all sides. But more work needs to be done to get 
to the healing and restorative truth. Some identified 
gaps in this area revolve around accountability for war 
crimes, membership in international treaties, apologies 
for wartime atrocities inflicted on vulnerable popula-
tions, truth-telling mechanisms that set out a clear his-
torical record of the war, and a review and revisioning 
of school educational curricula for the next generations 
to be more inclusive of marginalized voices and more 
expansive in their analysis of the roots, aftermath, and 
legacies of the war.74 

Creating new relationships and norms. This pillar is 
arguably the sturdiest of the three. Citizen diploma-
cy and people-to-people exchanges have flourished 
over the decades. US activists and veterans continue 
to make pilgrimages to Vietnam to return to wartime 
haunts, make amends, and assist in reconstruction 
and material development. Children of veterans, 
through groups such as the 2 Sides Project, Children of 
Vietnam Veterans Health Alliance, and Mission: POW-
MIA organize trips to visit their counterparts in Vietnam 
for educational, advocacy, and solidarity purposes. 

Multiple nonprofits and international NGOs have been 
founded to meet humanitarian and local development 
needs in Vietnam.75 These include programs focused 
on refugee rights and protections, support for Agent 
Orange survivors, women’s economic empowerment, 
and local income-generation projects. US Amerasian 
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organizations have emerged to tell their members’ 
stories of marginalization and advocate for more open 
immigration policies and family reunification.76 

Many US veterans, Vietnamese American refugees, 
and their families have visited Vietnam, and some 
have moved to live and work there. More than 30,000 
Vietnamese are now studying at US colleges and 
universities, more than from any other country in 
Southeast Asia.77 Nine US cities have sister-city rela-
tionships with Vietnamese cities, and more partner-
ships are being developed.78

Constructing just societies. Key to this pillar are the 
agreements reached and actions taken to provide 
redress, recovery, and institutional reform. In addition to 
US assistance on physical war legacies detailed above, 
both Vietnam and the United States have allocated 
considerable monetary resources toward medical, ed-
ucational, and mental health services for veterans and 
their families. Organizations of veterans and families of 
the missing have mobilized and launched campaigns to 
secure needed benefits and promote healing. Cleanup 
of dioxin contamination at Biên Hòa and clearance 
of provinces most affected by UXO will take years to 
complete, but a situation in which people are no longer 
at risk is now possible to envision. As health and dis-
ability assistance becomes more available for people 

affected by Agent Orange, a Vietnamese-led solution 
to the humanitarian impacts of wartime herbicide use is 
also conceivable. 

Significant memorialization projects have been under-
taken in both countries to educate people about the war 
and to learn from history with the hope of not repeating 
it. In Vietnam, these efforts include the popular War 
Remnants Museum in Ho Chi Minh City and the memo-
rial at the Quảng Trị citadel, the site of intense battles 
in 1972. In the United States, in addition to the iconic 
Vietnam Veterans Memorial near USIP’s headquarters in 
Washington, DC, other veterans’ memorials and exhibits 
have been created nationwide. Monuments to South 
Vietnamese losses have been constructed in California’s 
Orange County and several other US locations with 
large Vietnamese American populations. 

More resources should be directed toward facilitating 
processes that help parties build trust and better relation-
ships by jointly envisioning scenarios of what a shared 
future could look like. The relationship should include a 
greater recognition of the role played by the Vietnamese 
diaspora in the United States and other countries. 
Symbolic, nonpoliticized commemoration of all sides of 
Vietnamese history—for instance, through preservation 
of the former South Vietnamese military cemetery at Biên 
Hòa—would be an important contribution to this goal.
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Lessons for Sustained 
Reconciliation 

Many factors explain the remarkable progress made 
by the United States and Vietnam in transforming their 
relationship from one of bitter enemies to close part-
ners. Some of those factors are specific to the historical 
circumstances of the Second Indochina War and its af-
termath and cannot be replicated in other contexts. But 
other reasons for progress resonate with other conflicts 
and reconciliation processes.

This report concludes by identifying eight lessons 
drawn from the US-Vietnam experience of postwar 
cooperation and progress toward reconciliation. These 
lessons are pathways that lead to enduring reconcilia-
tion. They are not only relevant to the work of peace-
builders focused on legacies of the Vietnam War but 
may also be instructive for people advancing reconcili-
ation processes in other postconflict contexts. 

If official separation occurs in the postwar period and 
diplomacy breaks down, bridge the gap and build 
relationships through citizen diplomacy. The US gov-
ernment cut off diplomatic relations with Vietnam for 
20 years after the end of the war. In terms of achieving 
reconciliation, separation—especially an extended 
period of separation—is likely to be counterproductive. 
Decades of silence significantly reduce the chances of 
former enemies later being able to build a productive 
bilateral working relationship.

Yet one reconciliation theory contends that after long, 
violent conflict, separation may be required before 
healing and reconciliation can begin.79 Separation in 
and of itself is not healing, however; it depends on 

what is done during periods of separation to bridge 
gaps and build relationships. The experience of 
separation can be a mechanism for isolation, or it can 
work toward integration. At an informal level, in times 
of separation, some people and organizations defy the 
physical and social divisions placed on them and find 
ways to take joint humanitarian action in the midst of 
a crisis, engage in dialogue, or even work on healing 
together. At a formal level, civil society and educational 
institutions can organize activities around peer ex-
change, sharing of cultural learning and practices, and 
awareness-raising programs that foster understanding.

In the case of US-Vietnam relations in the immediate 
postwar period, some Americans and Vietnamese 
were not willing to wait for their political leaders to be-
gin the process of reconciliation. Indeed, US-Vietnam 
political normalization would not have occurred had it 
not been preceded and then accompanied by citizen 
diplomacy. Since 1975, people-to-people relations have 
set the agenda and driven progress on reconciliation, 
despite ongoing political differences between the US 
and Vietnamese governments.

Looking forward, both public and private resources 
should continue to foster cross-pollination of ideas, 
dialogue, and individual and community healing among 
Americans and Vietnamese. Citizen-to-citizen rela-
tions are inextricably linked with return visits of the 
Vietnamese diaspora and the burgeoning economic 
and technological investments from the United States 
in Vietnam. Citizen diplomacy is a virtuous circle that 
leads to expanding contacts in other sectors.
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Create a foundation for future multifaceted cooper-
ation by emphasizing recovery from conflict in the 
early stages of reconciliation. Efforts to reestablish 
US-Vietnam relations began by focusing on “repair 
work”—efforts to repair psychosocial well-being at both 
personal and collective levels. These confidence-build-
ing mechanisms resulted in direct, material actions and 
programs that were seen as both meeting fundamental 
human needs and benefiting both sides. War legacy 
cooperation and MIA recovery efforts have contrib-
uted to building mutual trust among Americans and 
Vietnamese, including the militaries of both countries. 
On this basis of trust, more controversial topics such as 
diaspora relations, trade barriers, and religious free-
dom were able to be raised through both intergovern-
mental dialogues and private initiatives.

Sensitive issues of domestic politics and international 
relations are bound to arise in the future. Maintaining 
the trust that has been established through war legacy 
cooperation is crucial to reducing the risks of new 
forms of conflict. 

Recognize the need for both vertical and horizontal 
reconciliation. Horizontal (people-to-people) reconcilia-
tion is typically more common than vertical (government- 
to-people) reconciliation, chiefly because individual 
citizens have more direct experience of violent conflict 
than do government officials, and there is less power 
asymmetry to deal with among citizens and communities 
than between states. US-Vietnam relations continue to 
be fortified by an array of horizontal connections be-
tween the citizens and communities of both countries.

Following a conflict, vertical reconciliation between 
citizens and their government needs to occur internal-
ly in each country separately. This process has been a 
different experience for American and Vietnamese cit-
izens due to the disparate impacts of the war and the 
countries’ contrasting political systems. With the steps 
that have been taken toward horizontal reconciliation, 

it is now possible to advance joint vertical reconcilia-
tion efforts in which American and Vietnamese people 
work together on social and humanitarian causes, 
such as education or climate change, in cooperation 
with both governments. 

Cultivate interdependence in reconciliation. For 
purposes of US-Vietnam reconciliation, it is important to 
differentiate between intrastate and interstate conflict. 
Reconciliation in the wake of an internal conflict, such 
as among political factions, requires an acknowledg-
ment of a long-term relationship of coexistence in a 
specific geographic location based on an awareness of 
interdependence.80 Vietnam faced these challenges af-
ter 1975 with the reunification of the country under the 
Socialist Republic of Vietnam. For the interstate aspects 
of the Vietnam War, however, the urgency to acknowl-
edge and negotiate interdependence is not the same. 
After all, Americans and Vietnamese do not share the 
same land, politics, economy, or culture.

If US-Vietnam reconciliation is to endure, however, 
the two governments and peoples should nurture the 
transnational interdependence that has emerged in 
recent decades to strengthen goodwill among policy-
makers, advocates, and individuals in both countries. 
A clear example of this interdependence is the web 
of connections among the Vietnamese diaspora and 
between the Amerasian communities that span the 
two countries. At the governmental level, the 2023 
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership includes con-
crete areas of interdependence in trade and invest-
ment; security ties; and social, cultural, and educational 
exchanges. When implementing the partnership, both 
governments should emphasize cooperation and 
interdependence among private enterprise, religious 
leaders, educational institutions, and the media.

Recognize the need for both past and future 
reconciliation. US-Vietnam reconciliation has in-
volved elements of addressing the past as well as a 
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forward-looking agenda focusing on the future bene-
fits of closer political and economic relations. Official 
Vietnamese discourse employs the phrase xếp lại quá 
khứ, which can be translated as “shelving the past” or 
“putting the past aside,” which has replaced initial calls 
for apologies or reparations in the immediate postwar 
period. This idea of “forgetting” the past, however, has 
been applied quite unevenly. Memories of the war are 
preserved at historic sites, cemeteries, and public sites 
of memory such as the War Remnants Museum, but 
they are not highlighted in other areas of contemporary 
Vietnamese society. As a result, some aspects of the 
past are acknowledged and examined more than oth-
ers: the US intervention and atrocities are presented 
in detail, but there is no critique of (North) Vietnamese 
actions, and there is scarcely any mention of the 
former Republic of Vietnam. A similar pattern exists in 
American public discourse, with emphasis on the US 
role in the war and the experiences of US veterans 
rather than those of Vietnamese opponents or allies. 
For example, the Vietnam Veterans Memorial wall in 
Washington, DC, includes names only of the American 
fallen, not North or South Vietnamese. 

Among veterans and civilian survivors from all sides 
of the war, there is a common tendency to offer few 
details about their experiences when speaking in 
public and even within their own families. Yet sustained 
reconciliation requires that the past be acknowledged 
and addressed rather than ignored or repressed. As 
noted earlier, a variety of activities have been under-
taken by NGOs and individuals, including veterans 
themselves, to help correct the imbalance between the 
past and future. To continue progress in this direction, 
it is important to include voices of the Vietnamese 
diaspora, of young people who are the descendants 
of those who experienced the war, and of women and 

ethnic minorities. Educational curricula, museums, and 
media in both countries could be more inclusive of 
marginalized voices and more expansive in presenting 
the roots, immediate aftermath, and lingering effects of 
the war on all sides. For instance, USIP is currently co-
operating with the War Remnants Museum to design a 
new permanent exhibition (scheduled to open in 2025) 
on postwar efforts to address consequences of Agent 
Orange and unexploded ordnance.

Adopt a multidimensional approach to reconciliation 
that builds a critical mass of people and organiza-
tions committed to protecting against geopolitical 
realignments. US-Vietnam reconciliation illustrates 
the power of pursuing a multipronged approach to 
peacebuilding that has proceeded through a balanced 
progression of political, economic, social, cultural, and 
technological components. The trajectory of reconcil-
iation was not planned in advance or managed by any 
single agency. It resulted instead from the intersecting, 
nonlinear efforts of multiple actors, gradually moving 
further from the thin toward the thick end of the reconcil-
iation spectrum.

Continued progress toward reconciliation will require 
the addition of deeper areas of interaction and en-
gagement, including psychosocial trauma recovery and 
healing of memories between Vietnamese who stayed 
in the country and those who left after 1975. In com-
memorating the 50th anniversary of the end of the war 
in 2025, cultural and educational aspects of reconcilia-
tion will come to the fore in both countries.

At the same time, the US-Vietnam relationship is 
threatened, as it was in the immediate postwar period, 
by instability in the international system, particularly by 
the rise of China as first a regional and now a global 

US-Vietnam reconciliation illustrates the power of pursuing a multipronged approach to peacebuilding that 
has proceeded through a balanced progression of political, economic, social, cultural, and technological 
components.
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power. Should US-China competition become more 
confrontational, certain dimensions of the US-Vietnam 
relationship may be affected or temporarily derailed. 
To date, the multidimensional character of US-Vietnam 
reconciliation—which includes multiple mechanisms 
for dialogue, exchange, and listening, both govern-
mental and nongovernmental—has fostered political 
goodwill on both sides and helped the process survive 
such disruptions. To keep the process moving forward, 
continued confidence-building measures, both material 
and symbolic, should be encouraged.

Encourage dialogue with and within diaspora com-
munities about attitudes toward reconciliation. 
Diaspora communities of people who have fled war are 
complex. Due to the atrocities that war refugees have 
lived through and the harms that many of them have 
experienced in the process of forced migration, these 
communities often bring unhealed trauma responses to 
their new locations. The conflict in their home country 
is forever frozen at the point in time that they were 
forced to flee. This helps explain why diaspora commu-
nities throughout the world often harbor more extreme 
positions about conflicts in their home countries than 
do their compatriots living in those countries. Many 
members of diaspora communities are at least initially 
opposed to reconciliation, although they may become 
more open to the idea over time. 

Vietnamese Americans have diverse views about the 
term “reconciliation” and the extent to which it is taking 
place, with significant differences evident between the 
attitudes of the older generation (refugees who experi-
enced wartime and postwar trauma) and the outlooks of 
their children and grandchildren who grew up or were 
born in the United States. Dialogue between genera-
tions—and across other fissures, such as North/South, 
communist/capitalist, veterans/nonveterans—should be 
facilitated with multiple, interlocking spheres of engage-
ment, both among diaspora groups and between the 
diaspora and people in Vietnam.

In a recent USIP report, Fanie du Toit and Angelina 
Mendes identify four key signs of progress for sus-
tained reconciliation: acknowledgment of the need for 
a common future; concrete measures to mitigate and 
repair past and ongoing harm and to prevent future 
harm; improved levels of trust between stakeholders; 
and meaningful inclusion of marginalized and minority 
groups.81 As this study has shown, US-Vietnam relations 
have demonstrated progress in the first three areas. 
Americans and Vietnamese are together promoting 
a shared future, repairing past and present harms, 
and working to prevent future harms. Trust in all parts 
of both societies has increased. But the fourth sign 
of progress, inclusion of marginalized and minority 
groups, is yet to be fully realized. It is crucial to ac-
knowledge multiple wartime and postwar narratives in 
Vietnam and among the Vietnamese diaspora in order 
to heal generational war trauma for all.

Capitalize on narrative shifts in reconciliation. Social 
narratives are the “preferred realities that we live 
by”—in other words, they are not just words but guide 
the actions we take on a daily basis.82 Thus, a critical 
element of reconciliation is the process of shaping, 
changing, and even transforming the conflict narratives 
surrounding war and violence. Any opportunities to 
shift conflict narratives away from destructive harms 
and toward constructive actions should be seized. 

In US-Vietnam relations, at least two significant narrative 
shifts have occurred to promote reconciliation. The first 
was the discourse around the end of the Cold War that 
allowed both the United States and Vietnam to pursue 
a more favorable relationship and to imagine more flex-
ible economic reforms and reciprocities. For instance, 
investment and trade agreements and collaborations 
increased after Vietnam decided to take on a more 
mixed economic approach. The second discourse shift 
was expressed by a growing number of Americans who 
agreed that the Vietnam War was not only a mistake 
but fundamentally immoral.83 US majority public opinion 
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turned against the war while it was still raging, but an 
anti-interventionist consensus in both political parties 
emerged more recently, perhaps as a reaction to the 
war in Iraq. Coupled with increased exposure to chang-
es in contemporary Vietnam, Americans began to adopt 
a more empathetic attitude toward the Vietnamese 
people and the suffering they are still enduring, such 
as via the effects of Agent Orange. This shift ultimately 
influenced US political leaders and policy decisions to 
respond to the Vietnamese government’s requests for 
humanitarian assistance.

The upcoming 2025 anniversaries marking 50 years 
since the end of the war and 30 years of normalized 

US-Vietnam relations offer an opportunity to consol-
idate these shifts in narrative. The United States and 
Vietnam are now partners in peace: through the efforts 
of individuals and governments in both countries, the 
postwar era has witnessed a transformation from sep-
aration to friendship. Agent Orange and other physical 
legacies of the war have changed from obstacles to 
foundations for cooperation. And the Vietnamese 
diaspora in the United States, once a symbol of trauma 
and division, has become central to social, cultural, and 
economic ties between the countries. Continued prog-
ress in reconciliation will depend on integrating these 
elements into a shared, inclusive narrative of peace-
building and cooperation for the future.
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