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ABSTRACT 

In 2001, after the September 11th attacks on the World Trade Center, the United States 

entered into a military campaign known as the “War on Terror.” At home, the war was 

characterized by an emphasis on individual stories and emotional pull to garner patriotism, hope, 

and support. Public knowledge of the war centered on tales of heroic individuals who became the 

face of the war effort. Two of the most prominent patriotic narratives were those of Pat Tillman, 

a former National Football League player who left the sport to enlist in the wake of 9/11, and 

Jessica Lynch, a soldier who was captured by the Iraqi military and rescued by U.S. Special 

Forces. The Bush administration and the media contributed to the manipulation and 

dramatization of both stories in a way that falsified real events in favor of creating patriotic 

narratives. Though Tillman and Lynch’s stories and the aftermath of their public portrayals differ 

significantly, both give insight into the role of the American hero in the way the public 

understands military conflict.  

 

 



INTRODUCTION 

During his address to the nation on September 11th, 2001, in the wake of the attacks on 

the World Trade Center, then-president George W. Bush invoked images of American greatness 

in the face of unyielding terror and sadness. The president called for a unified defense of the 

country and contrasted the American value of justice with the values of those who conducted the 

attacks, proclaiming that “America was targeted for attack because we're the brightest beacon for 

freedom and opportunity in the world.”1 This use of emotional rhetoric to garner support 

characterized the “War on Terror.” The Bush administration made the war personal for 

Americans by attempting to unite the country on the notion of victimhood and moral superiority 

after September 11th. This address marked the public relations strategy that the Bush 

administration utilized as war in the Middle East progressed; war was necessary for the defense 

of American identity.  

This September 11th address was the symbolic beginning of the “War on Terror.” Just 

days later on September 18th, Congress authorized military action against al-Qaeda, the terrorist 

organization that had conducted the attacks. The resolution authorized U.S. Armed Forces to take 

action to “prevent any future acts of international terrorism” and prompted Operation Enduring 

Freedom, which began with airstrikes in Afghanistan on October 7th .2 Following the 

authorization, the war initially targeted al-Qaeda and the Taliban government in Afghanistan. 

While al-Qaeda claimed sole responsibility for the attack, the United States justified action 

against the Taliban because it had allowed al-Qaeda to operate within Afghanistan.3 In March 

 
1 George W. Bush, “Statement by the President in his Address to the Nation” (speech, Washington DC, September 
11, 2001), video, The White House, https://georgewbush-
whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2001/09/20010911-16.html. 
2 Public Law 107-40, S.J. 23, 107th Congress. (2001).  
https://www.congress.gov/107/plaws/publ40/PLAW-107publ40.pdf 
3 “The U.S. War in Afghanistan,” Council of Foreign Relations, https://www.cfr.org/timeline/us-war-afghanistan.  
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2003, after a year and a half of war, the United States initiated Operation Iraqi Freedom under 

the guise that Iraq’s dictator, Saddam Hussein, possessed weapons of mass destruction. Invading 

Iraq proved that the “War on Terror” was not simply for retribution for 9/11 and would not be 

confined to targeting al-Qaeda. By the time the war in Afghanistan officially ended in December 

2014 three years after the war in Iraq ended, the conflict had lasted over a decade. While the 

Bush administration continued to cite terrorism prevention as justification for the war, 

controversy over the administration’s justification and methods began within the first few years 

of engagement. 4 

As the conflict wore on, the American government used individuals as another focal point 

to shift public attention from the political to inspirational stories of American valor and morality. 

While many Americans supported the war effort in the beginning, the Bush administration 

eventually had to turn to other sources of garnering public support. With time, portions of the 

American public became disillusioned with the war. Though the Bush administration marketed 

the conflict under the guise of combatting terrorism through al-Qaeda, the invasion of Iraq led to 

questions about imperial and profit-based motives.5 The American government could no longer 

rely simply on the patriotic imagery and backing from September 11th, and the Bush 

administration started highlighting soldiers who embodied the desired qualities, around whom 

the public could unite.  

George W. Bush was not the first president to use individuals in a campaign for public 

support for a war effort. On March 6th, 1991, his father, then-President George H.W. Bush, 

 
4 “The Iraq War,” Council of Foreign Relations, https://www.cfr.org/timeline/iraq-war. 
5 George Leaman, “Iraq, American Empire, and the War on Terrorism,” Metaphilosophy 35, no. 3 (April 2004): 
234-248, https://www.jstor.org/stable/24439548. 
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addressed a joint session of Congress on the end of the Gulf War in which he invoked images of 

the “patriots” who had served in the war effort and knew about “honor and bravery and duty and 

country.”6 He discussed a moment broadcast on television in which an American soldier who 

had emerged from a bunker among the surrendering Iraqi soldiers told them ‘it’s okay. You’re 

alright now.”7 That, Bush said, showed a lot about American spirit.  

In his speech, Bush evoked the image of not just a general soldier, but a specific one, 

illustrating the budding phenomenon of using individual soldiers to inspire patriotism and 

support for war efforts. He told a snippet of his story and utilized it as an illustration of American 

valor and morals. U.S. leadership has historically focused on American values in conflict and 

emphasized patriotism and support at home. The government has also always encouraged the 

public to view servicepeople as heroes and to do their duty to support the troops. Starting in the 

Gulf War however, the roles seemingly reversed. Now, soldiers and veterans would “be the ones 

to provide support and inspiration to the broader American society.”8 Soldiers were not just 

serving in the war effort, but also serving as a reason for Americans to support the war effort 

even if they didn’t agree with it politically.  

The George W. Bush administration continued the phenomenon of politicizing 

individuals and their service as the “War on Terror” became more controversial. On April 1st, 

2003, the Department of Defense announced that a joint Special Forces team had just completed 

the first successful prisoner of war rescue since World War II. Central Command representatives 

 
6 George H.W. Bush, “Address Before a Joint Session of Congress on the End of the Gulf War” (speech, 
Washington DC, March 6, 1991), video, Miller Center, https://millercenter.org/the-presidency/presidential-
speeches/march-6-1991-address-joint-session-congress-end-gulf-war.  
7 Ibid.  
8 David Fitzgerald, “Support the Troops,” Modern American History 2, no. 1 (March 2019): 12, 
http://library.tcu.edu.ezproxy.tcu.edu/PURL/EZproxy_link.asp?/login?url=https://www-proquest-
com.ezproxy.tcu.edu/scholarly-journals/support-troops-gulf-war-homecomings-new-
politics/docview/2197789388/se-2?accountid=7090. 
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in Doha, Qatar called a press briefing in the middle of the night. They showed a night-vision film 

depicting a team of men including Army Rangers, Air Force pilots, Marines, and Navy SEALS 

raiding Saddam Hussein General Hospital and rescuing a female private before carrying her to 

the safety of a waiting Black Hawk helicopter while shots fired in the background. The following 

morning, officials commented further on the video, lamenting the “brave souls” who “put their 

lives on the line” to make the rescue happen.9 Those Special Operations soldiers were some of 

the nation’s “finest warriors” who knew to “never embarrass their country” by leaving a fallen 

comrade.10 Shortly after the clip was released, this rescue became the story of the war and a 

source of hope for the war effort.  

 This Special Operations rescue unites two of the individuals that the government and 

media publicized more than almost any other individual during the twelve-year long “War on 

Terror”: Private Jessica Lynch, the rescue’s target, and Corporal Pat Tillman, one of the Army 

Rangers who conducted the raid. Like George H.W. Bush’s aforementioned patriots, these 

individuals served as heroes to a public who needed to continue to believe in the cause of a war 

that had no end in sight. The media, assisted by the Bush administration, utilized Jessica Lynch 

both as a patriotic hero in the face of attack and as a feminized victim who symbolized American 

innocence. The U.S. government manipulated the story of Pat Tillman’s death in a way used to 

create a central public hero who would rally patriotism and support. Though both Lynch and 

Tillman’s true stories are commendable, the disparity between the truth and publicized versions 

of their service contributed to the attempt to elevate a controversial war in the eyes of the public.  

JESSICA LYNCH AS A HERO AND A VICTIM   

 
9 “Central Command Briefing,” C-SPAN, filmed April 2, 2003 at Central Command Headquarters in Doha, Qatar, 
video, https://www.c-span.org/video/?175914-1/central-command-briefing.  
10 Ibid.  
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Jessica Lynch’s story of capture and rescue positioned her as a perfect candidate for a 

public figure in the war. A nineteen-year old woman from rural West Virginia, Lynch joined the 

Army in 2001 and served domestically as a supply clerk before deploying to Iraq in the spring of 

2003. Iraqi troops captured and took Lynch as a prisoner of war when they ambushed her unit, 

but Special Operations forces rescued her just nine days later in the first successful prisoner of 

war rescue since World War II. Reports of Lynch’s heroics proceeding her capture, her 

harrowing time in captivity, and her dramatic rescue dominated headlines in the days following 

her return, but information soon came to light contradicting the more fantastical elements of her 

story. While Jessica Lynch was a soldier who bravely served and survived time in captivity, she 

was not the fictional hero she was made out to be.  

Jessica Lynch was born on April 26th, 1983 in Palestine, West Virginia, a small town in 

Wirt County near Parkersburg. The middle of three children, Jessica, known as ‘Jessi,’ was the 

princess of her family. Jessica’s mother Dee rejects the idea that no child is perfect, remembering 

Jessica as “calm,” “ordered,” and “never in trouble.”11 Friends and family described young 

Lynch as cute, small, and shy to the extent that some, including her grandmother, criticized her 

as being “weak” and “helpless.”12 Despite this girly disposition, Lynch still showed a propensity 

for the outdoors and getting dirty. She balanced this toughness with a preoccupation on primping 

and her appearance, and this stereotypical femininity caused many to be surprised when she 

decided to enlist in the Army on July 20th, 2001 just after she graduated high school.13 

Lynch was originally motivated to join the U.S Army by a desire to temporarily leave of 

her small hometown and see the world. Though many young people from a similar situation saw 

 
11 Rick Bragg, I am a Soldier, Too: the Jessica Lynch Story (New York: Knopf, 2003), 28.   
12 Ibid, 40. 
13 Ibid, 66. 
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the military as their last chance, she saw enlisting as an adventure. She and her older brother, 

Greg Jr., enlisted at the same time, and though Greg sought to avoid the unemployment epidemic 

in rural West Virginia, the Lynch family saw military service as a smart path for both children. 

Like many in her hometown, Lynch came from a working-class family, and with no hope of 

financial help from their parents, both siblings hoped that the Army would help lead to a better, 

more comfortable life.  

While Lynch originally enlisted as a peace-time soldier, the September 11th 2001 attacks 

on the World Trade Center changed everything, and Jessica Lynch found herself set for service 

in active conflict as part of the “War on Terror”. Though Lynch had not expected to serve during 

such a turbulent time, she still saw her time in the military not for its sacrifice or danger, but for 

its adventure.14 Though Jessica still maintained, and was sometimes targeted for, her girly-girl 

persona through bootcamp, she took her time in Fort Jackson, South Carolina very seriously. 

Despite the verbal attacks from her fellow trainees and superiors, the drastic change in lifestyle, 

and physical trials, Lynch thrived and passed every course.  

Upon her completion of basic training Lynch joined the 507th Maintenance Company as a 

supply clerk at Fort Bliss in El Paso, Texas. At the time, the U.S. Armed Forces had a formal ban 

on women serving in direct ground combat roles, and though she knew how to wield a weapon 

and was prepared to engage if necessary, Lynch planned for her service to be in the background 

as a support.15 Lynch saw her time at Fort Bliss as “fun” and spent her free time taking trips to 

the mall and bonding with her best friend and bunkmate, Lori Piestewa.16 Lynch saw her role as 

 
14 Ibid, 82.  
15 Ibid, 107.  
16 Ibid, 119.  
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being outside of the politics of the war. She acted as “the housekeeper of the unit” and saw actual 

combat as “remote and unreal” before her deployment.17 

The 507th Maintenance Company deployed to Iraq in February 2003 with the intention of 

serving as mechanical support for missile batteries that were being deployed to create cover for 

ground troops. The company waited in Kuwait for orders to move into Iraq, staying in a tent city 

called Camp Virginia. The location was a terrorist target, and Lynch and the rest of the soldiers 

waiting there experienced weeks of sleepless terror as they anticipated missile and chemical 

weapon attacks. For Lynch, the one bright spot was meeting Sergeant Ruben Contreras, a fellow 

soldier whom she had met at Fort Bliss and feared she would never see again when she left for 

Iraq. Despite the terror and reality of the wait for roll out orders in Kuwait, the two rekindled 

their relationship, but were interrupted again when Lynch’s company received their orders to 

move into Iraq on March 20th, 2003 with the start of Operation Iraqi Freedom.18   

Upon roll out, Lynch’s company joined a line of hundreds of military vehicles maintained 

by soldiers armed with machine guns but lacking any meaningful antitank weaponry. Like the 

other maintenance companies in the line, the 507th was meant to simply provide support for the 

active combat units, and despite the reality of the danger of heading into war, many of the 

soldiers, including the 507th’s commander, had never seen, nor were meant to see, combat. 

Despite this lack of experience, Captain Troy Kent King led the convoy to rush supplies to 

Baghdad along a route meant to avoid combat by circumventing the most populated cities. 

Though the 507th was meant to follow the greater mass of companies and vehicles on the same 

path, when Lynch’s water truck gave out on March 22nd, 2003, the company fell behind the rest 

of the battalion. Lynch’s truck had stopped and required a wrecker to pull its dead weight, and 

 
17 Ibid, 94.  
18 Ibid, 134.  
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the crew on the truck needed to be picked up by another vehicle. Though Lori Piestewa, who was 

driving a Humvee, rescued Lynch and the others and the tanker was retrieved, this event further 

slowed the 507th’s progress.  

After the 507th got word from battalion leaders that the rest of the line could no longer 

impede the trek to wait for the delayed company, Captain King sent half of the company to catch 

up with the caravan in an effort to sustain the relief efforts while the half of the company with 

the slower vehicles remained behind. By the time Lynch, Piestewa, and the other remaining 

members of the company regrouped with King on the evening of March 22nd, 32 soldiers and 18 

vehicles remained without the guide of the caravan before it. The directions for each company 

had been to travel along Iraq’s Highway 8, referred to as Route Blue by the U.S. military. From 

there, vehicles were to turn left at the intersection of Highway 8 and Highway 1, taking what the 

military called Route Jackson until it again intersected with Route Blue. Despite these 

instructions, Captain King had highlighted only Route Blue on his personal map, and by the time 

the remaining members of the 507th maintenance company reached the intersection, the military 

no longer had troops stationed to direct vehicles to the detour. With the misleading map and no 

assistance, Lynch and the 507th continued on Highway 8 and into Nasiriyah City.19  

On March 23rd, 2003, a group of Iraqi militants ambushed the remaining 32 members of 

the 507th Maintenance Company.20 Although King eventually realized his mistake in guiding his 

troops into Nasiriyah, the company had traveled deep into the city before turning around. As the 

company was making a slow turn to leave the city, one of the trucks ran out of gas and forced the 

convoy to stop. Iraqis began shooting at the company and the working vehicles resumed their 

path but were slowed by the depleted and heavy trucks and did not have a clear path of escape. 

 
19 Ibid, 142-149.  
20 Jessica Lynch POW, “About.” 



 
 

9 

Lynch later described the attack as a “bad dream” where the Americans were outnumbered five 

to one.21 The convoy split and the majority of the company made it to safety without any 

casualties, but Lynch’s group was accompanied by the slowest vehicles, including all three 

wreckers, Lynch’s dead water tank, and another dead truck.22 These soldiers did not make it out 

of the ambush. Every one of the members of Lynch’s group was either killed or taken hostage, 

but only Lynch became a public figure.23 

Jessica Lynch was taken hostage during the March 23rd attack and held captive for ten 

days until she was rescued by a Special Forces team of Army, Marine, and Air Force personnel 

on April 1st, 2003.24 The Department of Defense authorized a combat camera crew that 

accompanied the assault team to film the raid in night vision. That morning, directly after the 

successful completion of the rescue, military officials called members of the media to U.S. 

Central Command headquarters in Doha, Qatar to announce Lynch’s rescue.25 The next morning 

Central Command spokesman General Vincent Brooks addressed the subject once more, 

showing a small section of the four-minute edited rescue clip that the Pentagon released to the 

press.26  

The video contains clips from the rescue showing American forces preparing, Lynch 

being transported to safety, and shots of Lynch clutching an American flag once American 

troops arrived.27 In his introduction of the video on April 2nd, General Brooks narrated the video, 

explaining that American forces faced a firefight on the way in and out of the building, but not 

 
21 Bragg, I’m a Soldier, Too, 120.  
22 Ibid, 161.  
23 Ibid, 156.  
24 Jessica Lynch POW, “About.” 
25 U.S. Congress, House of Representatives. Misleading Information on the Battlefield: The Tillman and Lynch 
Episodes, 110th Cong., 2nd Sess, 2008, 48.  
26 C-SPAN, “Central Command Briefing.” 
27 Dan Rather, “CBS Evening News,” CBS News, April 2, 2003, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qh6CwCXkJ7A. 
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inside the hospital. He praised the soldiers involved in the rescue, claiming that they were some 

of “our nation’s finest warriors who are dedicated to never leaving a comrade behind.”28 

Domestic media coverage quickly obtained the news of the rescue accompanied by clips of the 

video, and headlines and newscasts utilized both the footage and Central Command quotes to 

begin to tell Lynch’s story to the public.29 Although media accounts initially contained only 

vague information, the the story gained more details as the news spread.   

On April 3rd, two days after Lynch’s rescue, the Washington Post ran an article about the 

attack and rescue entitled “She Was Fighting to the Death.” The article cited unnamed U.S. 

officials who credited Lynch with firing her weapon until she ran out of ammunition and quoted 

one official as saying, “She was fighting to the death” and “she did not want to be taken alive.”30 

The piece also reported that Lynch had been shot and stabbed in the attack and detailed her 

rescue through the Special Operations raid of the hospital where she was kept. The Washington 

Post cited unnamed officials who spoke of firefights on the way in and out of the hospital before 

Lynch was loaded into a Blackhawk helicopter and taken to Ramstein Airbase in Germany.31  

This tale of heroics, both Lynch’s and her rescuers’, circulated through the media in the 

following days. The Military Times published an article detailing events similar to those 

published in the Washington Post. The piece referenced Central Command public affairs official 

Navy Captain Frank Thorp as confirming Lynch’s bravery. The article quotes Thorp as saying 

that Lynch was not taken easily and that there were reports that she “fired her (M-16 rifle) until 

 
28 C-SPAN, “Central Command Briefing.”  
29 Rather, “CBS Evening News.”  
30  Susan Schmidt and Vernon Loeb, “She Was Fighting to the Death,” Washington Post, April 3, 2003, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/2003/04/03/she-was-fighting-to-the-death/827181d6-bc41-4d13-
b20c-ba95fedab997/.  
31 Ibid.  
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she had no more ammunition.”32 Government officials contributed to Lynch’s growing heroic 

reputation by praising her publicly. The Washington Post’s April 3rd article quoted Senator Pat 

Roberts praising Lynch for her “spunk” and “tremendous faith” in her country.33 A subsequent 

article from the same source quoted Central Command public affairs officer Lieutenant Colonel 

John Robinson as praising Lynch’s capture and rescue because it was an “awesome story.”34 

Both the media and the government perpetuated Lynch’s capture and rescue as a tale of 

unbelievable real-life heroics.  

It was not long, though, before inconsistencies in the popularized, dramatic version of 

Lynch’s capture and rescue came to light. On April 20th, the Washington Post published an 

article entitled “Reporting Private Lynch” that addressed reader complaints of the initial article 

being part of “an agenda,” “propaganda,” and perpetuating a “Hollywood-like telling of the 

story.”35 The article addressed Saddam Hospital doctors’ claims suggesting that Lynch had not 

been shot or stabbed, but also presented unnamed Ramstein medical staff claims that Lynch had 

wounds consistent with injuries from a low caliber weapon. Ultimately, the article defended both 

the publication’s own reporting and the military’s handling of the situation, claiming that the 

official silence could likely be explained by ongoing investigation or intelligence classification 

and that the Washington Post reporters had utilized a source in which they had the upmost 

confidence.36 At this time, though, many details were still unclear.  

 
32 U.S. Congress, House of Representatives, Misleading Information on the Battlefield: The Tillman and Lynch 
Episodes, 43.  
33 Schmidt and Loeb, “She.”  
34 U.S. Congress, House of Representatives, Misleading Information on the Battlefield: The Tillman and Lynch 
Episodes, 43. 
35 Michael Getler, “Reporting Private Lynch,” Washington Post, April 20, 2003, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/opinions/2003/04/20/reporting-private-lynch/55914b60-6b88-45c0-82a9-
d3bc25c1b2d1/.  
36 Ibid.  



 
 

12 

On June 17th, the Washington Post posted another follow-up article entitled “A Broken 

Body, a Broken Story, Pieced Together.” In this piece, the author acknowledged that the 

Washington Post’s second-day story on April 3rd had “become the story of the war, boosting 

morale at home and among the troops,” but argued that the true story was much more 

complicated than initial reports portrayed.37 The article acknowledged that rather than emptying 

her weapon, Lynch’s M-16 had jammed and that she had not been injured by gunshot or 

stabbing. The Washington Post claimed that the original source of the misinformation had been a 

“top-secret battlefield intelligence report that military officials had quickly leaked to the press 

without verifying.”38 In the following weeks and throughout the remainder of 2003, the 

Washington Post continued its coverage of the Lynch story, correcting its narrative and 

questioning both official silence as well as irregularities in the publication’s own reporting. As 

the details of Lynch’s true story emerged, public focus shifted to determining how the story had 

become so warped in the first place.39 

Before the April 3 publication of the Washington Post story, the Department of Defense 

controlled the first release of information surrounding the Lynch rescue with the dissemination 

of the raid video and the accompanying commentary. While the American media utilized clips 

from the video in stories about the heroics of the rescue, others accused the United States of 

perpetuating a dramatized narrative of the events. On May 23rd, 2003, the British Broadcasting 

Company released a documentary for the Correspondents program entitled “War Spin: The 

 
37 Dana Priest, William Booth, and Susan Schmidt, “A Broken Body, a Broken Story, Pieced Together,” Washington 
Post, June 17, 2003, https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/2003/06/17/a-broken-body-a-broken-story-
pieced-together/99444444-c9cf-4ae8-b724-7471564643fa/.  
38 U.S. Congress, House of Representatives, Misleading Information on the Battlefield: The Tillman and Lynch 
Episodes, 44. 
39 Michael Getler, “A Long, and Incomplete, Correction,” Washington Post, June 29, 2003, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/opinions/2003/06/29/a-long-and-incomplete-correction/04be135e-c8b0-
406e-9c45-d6b45b3f0536/.  
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Jessica Lynch Story.” The program criticized the United States government for producing a 

video that was “just like an American action movie.”40 Iraqi doctors claimed that American 

soldiers cried “go, go, go” as they entered the hospital shooting blanks. These accusations 

bolstered the allegations that the military had tried to produce a Hollywoodized film. The footage 

released to the media appeared to be highly edited, and Department of Defense officials refused 

to provide the whole clip upon request.41 

Not only did the military’s film appear dramatized, but there were indications that the 

severity of the raid itself did not match the circumstances of Lynch’s detainment. Upon the 

release of the video, General Brooks announced that the Special Operations team had engaged 

Iraqi soldiers in firefight upon entering and exiting the hospital. Witnesses, though, claimed that 

all Iraqi military personnel had abandoned the hospital the day before, leaving only medical staff 

and patients.42 In the April 3rd Washington Post article, reporters claimed that military officials 

spoke of a ‘“prototype’ Iraqi torture chamber” found in the hospital’s basement.43 Despite these 

claims of the horror Lynch may have faced, those who worked at the Saddam Hospital treated 

Lynch well, giving her the best care they could provide, though rudimentary by U.S. standards. 

In fact, according to Dr. Harith A-Houssona, who cared for Lynch during her captivity, he had 

attempted to return Lynch to American troops the day before her rescue. Harith arranged for an 

ambulance to deliver Lynch, but Americans fired upon the vehicle when it reached an American 

 
40 Bruce Tucker and Priscilla L. Walton, “From ‘General’s Daughter’ to ‘Coal Miner’s Daughter’: Spinning and 
Counter-Spinning Jessica Lynch,” Canadian Review of American Studies 36, no. 3 (October 2006): 315, 
doi:10.1353/crv.2007.0006. 
41 Ibid, 317.  
42 John Kampfner, “Saving Private Lynch Story ‘Flawed,”’ BBC News, May 15, 2003, 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/programmes/correspondent/3028585.stm. 
43 Ibid.  
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checkpoint, forcing it to turn around and abandon the planned return.44 These claims cast doubt 

upon the necessity of such an intense raid.  

Though accusations of dramatization and spin arose almost immediately after Lynch’s 

rescue video was released, it was several years before these claims were investigated officially. 

In the meantime, despite the controversy surrounding Lynch’s story, other individuals also 

became inspirational figures for the American public, including Corporal Pat Tillman, who 

served as an Army Ranger as a part of Lynch’s rescue in the spring of 2003. Tillman’s journals, 

published post-humorously, later revealed in a series of journal entries that he believed the 

rescue mission to be a public relations stunt at the time.45 In a journal entry the night before the 

rescue, Tillman wrote that the scale of the mission and number of personnel involved in the 

rescue of an individual, low-ranking soldier “screams of media blitz.”46 Ironically, Tillman 

became the next fictionalized American war hero just a year later.  

PAT TILLMAN AS A PATRIOTIC HERO  

 A pro-football player who joined the military after September 11th, Pat Tillman was 

killed in Afghanistan after serving for two years. Initially, the Department of Defense and the 

Bush administration portrayed Tillman’s death as a heroic sacrifice at the hands of the enemy, 

but eventually after much confusion and secrecy, the military revealed that Tillman died as a 

result of friendly fire. The U.S. government utilized Pat Tillman’s death to create a martyr and 

hero who would rally public support for the war, but instead created a controversy sometimes 

indistinguishable from Tillman’s memory. Ultimately, the Bush administration tried to shape 

 
44 Ibid.  
45 Jon Krakauer, Where Men Win Glory: The Odyssey of Pat Tillman, (London: Atlantic, 2010).  
46 Chris Francescani, “Pat Tillman’s First Mission Was Jessica Lynch Rescue,” ABC News, September 10, 2009, 
https://abcnews.go.com/GMA/PatTillman/pat-tillman-jessica-lynch-jon-krakauer-book-details/story?id=8536693.  
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Tillman’s memory in a way that would alter Americans’ image of the “War on Terror” by 

creating an unwavering patriot whose ultimate sacrifice symbolized his dedication to his country.  

Patrick Tillman was born in San Jose, California on November 6th, 1976. He grew up the 

oldest of three brothers, and his family describes him as having been a natural leader from the 

beginning. Dannie Tillman, his mother, remembers her young son as adventurous, independent, 

passionate, and talkative from the time he was two years old. Tillman knew from a young age to 

trust his instincts and abilities. Growing up, Tillman mainly focused on baseball as coaches often 

told him that he was too small to play football.47 Tillman was young for his grade, only thirteen 

years old when he entered high school, and this relative youthfulness coupled with his slightness 

led coaches to encourage him to keep developing his extreme talent for baseball.48 Ignoring the 

discouragement, Tillman turned to football and first found success in high school when he led his 

team to a Central Coast Division I Football Championship.49 While developing what would 

become a star football career, Tillman also began to shape the personality that would direct the 

rest of his life. In high school, Tillman met Marie Ugenti, the woman who would eventually 

become his wife, and started to focus on self-reflection and improvement.50 He developed 

qualities of dedication and perseverance at a young age, and these principles guided him to build 

and eventually sacrifice his budding career.  

 Tillman went on to play football for Arizona State University. The university recognized 

Tillman as both a scholar and an athlete and honored him with multiple scholarships and awards. 

While Tillman still faced athletic adversity because of his size, he stood out because of his 

intensity and passion. Throughout his time on the team, he was selected three times to the PAC-
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10 All-Academic Football Team and helped lead his team to their 1997 undefeated season and 

Rose Bowl appearance. Academically, Tillman exceled, graduating Summa Cum Laude in just 

three and a half years from Arizona State’s acclaimed W.P. Carey Business School. Tillman 

continued his education and earned his master’s in history from Arizona State while he continued 

his football career professionally.51 

 After graduating early from Arizona State and earning praise from his coaches and peers 

for his combination of athletic and academic ability, the Arizona Cardinals selected Tillman in 

the 7th round of the 1998 NFL Draft. Despite his proven success playing for the Sun Devils, 

critics and fans still doubted Tillman’s ability due to his size. Nonetheless, Tillman quickly 

became a starter and broke the Cardinals’ record with 224 tackles in 2000.52 Meanwhile, he 

continued to prioritize morals and self-development, turning down a nine million-dollar, five-

year contract with then Super Bowl Champions the St. Louis Rams in 2001 out of loyalty to the 

Cardinals.53 Tillman’s athletic prowess and personality made him a valuable asset throughout his 

football career, and he was loved by many for his honor and work ethic.  

 Despite his love and talent for football, the 2001 terrorist attacks on the World Trade 

Center spurred Tillman to join the military in 2002. The day after the attacks, Tillman gave an 

interview that foreshadowed his decision to join the military, saying, “at times like this you stop 

and think about just how good we have it, what kind of system we live in, and the freedoms we 

are allowed. A lot of my family has gone and fought in wars and I really haven’t done a damn 

thing.”54 Following the attacks, it became clear that Tillman had started to lose his passion for 
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football. He lamented on the unimportance of football in light of such a large-scale attack on 

American soil. Less than a year later in May 2002, Tillman enlisted in the Army, turning down a 

3.6-million-dollar, three-year contract with the Cardinals. Tillman’s former coach at Arizona 

State Dave McGinnis described him as knowing his purpose and as having “proudly walked 

away from a career in football to a greater calling.”55 Tillman resisted media coverage of his 

decision, preferring to be treated as an ordinary soldier and refusing to speak publicly about his 

impending military service. The only commentary Tillman gave concerning his decision was in 

his personal journals. In a document entitled “Decision,” when Pat officially made up his mind to 

join the military, he first articulated the phrase that many have used to embody him: “My voice is 

calling me in a different direction. It is up to me whether or not to listen.”56 While Tillman 

resented excessive attention and celebration of his decision to join the Army, after his death, the 

media, Department of Defense, and the Bush administration all highlighted Tillman’s feeling of 

obligation in order to portray him as the ideal patriot.  

 Tillman and his brother Kevin enlisted together, and after both brothers completed 

training for the Rangers, a prestigious military regiment, Tillman deployed to Iraq in 2003.57 

Tillman committed to a three-year term in the military and served tours in Iraq and Afghanistan 

during Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation Enduring Freedom. After completing training and 

deploying to Iraq, Tillman’s first mission was Lynch’s rescue. Though the two eventually came 

to be associated because of their government and media altered stories, at the time Tillman saw 

the mission as his first opportunity to get involved in action and illustrate his tactical talent 

despite his misgivings concerning the Department of Defense’s motivation behind the raid.58 
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Tillman excelled in most things, and while he desired to prove his worth in the military, he was 

not completely supportive of the war.  

 Despite his self-asserted patriotism and his tendency toward serving his country, Tillman 

did not fully stand behind the “War on Terror.” Tillman felt that a football centered life lacked 

enough meaning, asserting in his journals that his role as an athlete was “shallow and 

insignificant” and that he thought his career was “no longer important.”59 When Tillman and his 

brother first joined the military, they were unaware that they would be assisting with an invasion 

of Iraq, instead believing that the war was solely focused on Osama Bin Laden. While Tillman 

supported the idea of military service and protecting his country, he believed that the invasion of 

Iraq was “illegal as hell” and stayed in the military due to a sense of duty and honor rather than 

support for the goals of the Bush administration.60 Tillman was dedicated to the notion of self-

betterment and seeking a purpose in life. He believed that serving in the military was the right 

thing to do when his country was at war and saw his time in the Army as contributing to his 

goals of self-improvement.61   

 Regardless of his misgivings, Tillman found himself engaged in combat and was killed in 

Afghanistan on Thursday April 22nd, 2004 to widespread shock and media attention throughout 

the United States. Initial statements released by the White House and Congress indicated that he 

was shot at approximately 7:00 p.m. while located 25 miles away from his base. U.S. military 

spokesman Lieutenant Colonel Matthew Beevers was the first government representative to 

publicly address Tillman’s death. NBC News covered the press release on April 26th, 2004 and 

cited Colonel Beevers as stating that there were initially no details available on the specific 
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nature of Tillman’s death. The only information that the Department of Defense gave the 

American public was that an enemy firefight resulted in Tillman’s death.62 The Department of 

Defense was very vague regarding the specific details of the incident in the announcement, and 

accounts of his death continued to be plagued by ambiguity and obscurity.  

In the days following Tillman’s death, information surfaced indicating that military 

officials believed that friendly fire during an ambush caused Tillman’s death. While there is still 

some disagreement as to the exact details surrounding Tillman’s death, it is now universally 

acknowledged that he died as a result of fratricide.63 John Krakauer’s Where Men Win Glory, 

The Odyssey of Pat Tillman cites Tillman’s platoon’s vehicle breaking down and the subsequent 

split of the regiment as the catalyst for Tillman’s death. When the unit split, Taliban soldiers 

ambushed one group and Tillman’s unit rushed to their aid.64 Tillman and his comrades were 

mistaken for the enemy, and although some claimed that Tillman yelled for a ceasefire and 

attempted to identify himself, he was shot in the head three times by members of the Ranger 

Regiment.65 Ignoring and suppressing this information, the government continued to treat 

Tillman’s death as being caused by enemy troops and instead focused on remembering Tillman 

for his heroics and patriotism. The Department of Defense and the White House began weaving 

Tillman’s heroic narrative immediately following his death, and the celebration surrounding 

Tillman likely led the Bush administration to cling to the initial version of events even as 

conflicting information came to light. 
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The U.S. government began hiding and falsifying details practically from the moment 

Tillman died, starting within the military. While many of Tillman’s fellow Rangers had 

witnessed his death and suspected that it had been caused by friendly fire, military leadership 

ordered that the information be kept secret until the Department of Defense finished its 

investigation into the matter. Within the military, Brigadier General Stanley McChrystal, 

commander of the Ranger Regiment, ordered that talk of Tillman’s death be limited to assertions 

of the planned investigation even though he suspected fratricide to be the cause. McChrystal 

specifically ordered Rangers to prevent Tillman’s family from learning of the fratricide, and 

especially forbid any Ranger from alerting Kevin Tillman, who had been with the unit during the 

ambush but had not witnessed his brother’s death, from gaining any more information.66 While 

neither the army nor subsequent governmental investigations have determined direct 

responsibility for the suppressed information within the military, the Department of Defense and 

military officials in Afghanistan engaged in the most obvious falsification of the details 

surrounding Tillman’s death.  

 In the States, the Bush administration and top Department of Defense officials continued 

the precedent set forth by McChrystal by continuing to characterize Tillman’s death as having 

occurred at the hands of the enemy. The White House initially responded with an official 

statement asserting that Tillman had been killed by enemy fire, and this press release prompted 

widespread media coverage of Tillman’s heroic demise. The first official statement containing 

details and commentary on Tillman’s death by the Bush administration came a week after 

Tillman’s death. In a congressional session on April 28th, 2004, Senator Michael Hoda of 

California addressed the Senate, speaking of Tillman’s death in terms that evoked images of 
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patriotism and heroism. Throughout the address, Hoda detailed Tillman’s sacrifice, devotion, and 

courage during his military service after turning down the chance to further his fame and fortune 

playing for the Arizona Cardinals. Hoda set the tone for how the federal government treated 

Tillman’s character in the following weeks. Government officials rarely spoke in detail on 

Tillman’s death; instead, the administration focused on his character and elevated him to hero 

status by emphasizing qualities that made him a model of the American ideals of duty, honor, 

and courage. 67 The imagery that Hoda evoked was the first example of the pollicization of 

Tillman’s death and set the tone for how the government continued to portray his death while 

hiding the truth from his family.  

 The Bush administration capitalized on the situation with awards and memorials 

dedicated to honor Tillman. Within hours of his death, military personnel began the process of 

posthumously nominating Tillman for the Silver Star for his “gallantry in action against an 

armed enemy.”68 The Department of Defense expedited the process and awarded Tillman the 

medal only six days after his death on April 28th, 2004.69 The White House also eulogized 

Tillman and held a publicized funeral, further contributing to the notions of heroic death. Over 

2,000 people attended Tillman’s funeral, including government personnel, notably Senator John 

McCain, as well as Tillman’s teammates and fellow soldiers. ESPN even covered the memorial 

service, a function of the public fascination surrounding Tillman’s death.70 Tillman’s pre-

existing celebrity status combined with his decision to forgo fame to serve his country gave the 

Bush administration the opportunity to positively capitalize on his death with emotional and 
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unifying media attention. Outside of the limited statements and ritual practices concerning 

Tillman, the federal government had to do little to perpetrate the myth of Tillman’s death. In 

contrast to the dramatic video and claims surrounding Lynch’s story, Bush administration 

officials simply omitted the true nature of the fatal shots and let media coverage meld public 

view of Tillman and the war rather than explicitly dictating a false story.  

 While the Department of Defense suspected the true nature of Tillman’s death almost 

immediately, it wasn’t until five weeks after his death that it announced that Tillman’s death had 

been a result of fratricide.71 The day after Tillman’s memorial service, Lieutenant Colonel 

Bailey, Tillman’s battalion commander, received a report concluding that fratricide caused in 

part by gross negligence on the part of Ranger leaders caused Tillman’s death. Additionally, the 

memo recommended further investigation to determine if a criminal complaint should be filed. 

Instead of releasing the report immediately, Bailey passed the report up the chain of command, 

and after being seen by multiple military leaders, the note disappeared. Once Congress 

conducted an official investigation of the coverup, the Department of Defense claimed that the 

note was disregarded because military officials believed that it was incomplete. Despite this 

claim, the information was initially suppressed, and it was only after officials realized that the 

secret could not be kept from Kevin Tillman if he continued to serve with the Ranger Regiment 

that they decided to release the findings of the report. The Army first notified Kevin Tillman of 

the information on May 24th, followed by Dannie Tillman and the rest of the Tillman family on 

May 28th. Finally, the Pentagon released a public announcement that he was probably killed by 

friendly fire on May 29th.72  
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Even after admitting the true nature of Tillman’s death, the Department of Defense 

continued to hide certain details surrounding the death as well as evidence of a cover up. 

Tillman’s family was distraught over the manipulation of the details of his death and demanded 

further details and an explanation for the obscurity. The public now knew that Tillman’s death 

was a fratricide, but the government continued to remember him in the heroic light that it had 

originally intended, and the Department of Defense didn’t reveal details concerning the coverup 

until years later when Lynch and Tillman crossed paths once again.  

GOVERNMENTAL INVESTIGATION  

On April 24th, 2007, the House of Representatives Committee on Oversight and 

Government Reform conducted a hearing concerning “Misleading Information from the 

Battlefield.” The hearing established the ongoing issue of misinformation within the military, 

specifically concerning Lynch and Tillman, and was held in in an attempt to determine “who is 

responsible [for the misinformation] and why they did it” in each soldier’s case.73 The hearing 

consisted of testimony and prepared statements from those directly affected, such as Lynch 

herself and Tillman’s family, witnesses in each case, and Department of Defense and Army 

officials. For Lynch, the committee addressed questions surrounding the circumstances of both 

the rescue and video as well as the dramatized version of her story in the media. For Tillman, the 

investigation focused primarily on the coverup surrounding his death and who was responsible 

for the hidden information.  

Looking first to Lynch, the committee probed witnesses concerning the production of the 

rescue video and the direct dissemination of inaccurate information. On the subject of the 
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Washington Post story and the subsequent media frenzy perpetuating it, the committee discussed 

the discrepancy between the first and second day reporting. While the “She was Fighting for her 

Life” article from April 3rd gained notoriety, the Washington Post had published an article the 

day before that was much less embellished and contained only statements concerning the simple 

fact that Lynch had been rescued.74 The committee interviewed several witnesses, including 

Lynch herself, in an effort to determine where the extraneous facts about bullet wounds and 

emptying her weapon had originated. Both Dr. Gene Bolles, a neurotrauma specialist who 

examined Jessica Lynch in Germany upon her rescue, and Thomas Gimble, Inspector General 

for the Department of Defense, testified to the events surrounding Lynch’s story.  

In his statement, Dr. Bolle testified that he found no evidence of gunshot wounds and that 

Lynch’s injuries, while extensive, were consistent with those that she would have obtained in the 

motor vehicle crash that immediately predicated her capture. Dr. Bolles also denied giving 

information on Lynch’s condition to any outside personnel other than her father, to whom Bolles 

stated that he did not believe that Lynch had been shot.75 Bolles’s only indication that any 

misinformation could have come from medical staff was his statement that another operator had 

initially questioned some puncture sites on Lynch’s body but that he had never pursued those 

concerns after his own investigation.76 

During his testimony, Gimble denied the accusations in “War Spin,” claiming that an 

internal Central Command investigation found no evidence of premeditated spin and that the 

mission was a legitimate rescue attempt. Gimble also argued that the film complied with 

standard procedures common with high profile missions and that no public affairs personnel 
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were involved in its planning or filming. He also reiterated earlier military claims that the Special 

Operations force was fired upon outside the hospital. Upon questioning, Gimble indicated that an 

internal Army investigation would lead to more answers as to who was responsible for the 

misinformation but did not note when that information would be released or allude to what those 

answers would be.77 

Much of the discussion of Lynch’s case involved officials denying responsibility for and 

claiming ignorance of how the altered story could have originated. This lack of answers 

prompted further investigation, but a subsequent report by the Committee on Oversight and 

Government Reform did little to dispel this confusion. The report indicated that it is not unusual 

for initial battlefield reports to contain some inaccuracies, but noted that in Lynch’s case, the 

story became more inaccurate as time wore on.78 Despite interviews with additional military 

officials, one of which acknowledged that he often referenced other news reports when making 

comments to the press, no individual admitted to being the source of the misinformation or even 

to knowing who or what the source could have been. The report concluded that the 

misinformation surrounding Lynch’s capture was a betrayal of the sacrifice that she had made to 

her country by joining the Armed Forces. Despite the “striking lack of recollection” in the case 

and lack of accountability, the report concluded that affirmative acts rather than omissions 

created Lynch’s narrative and that the altered tale proved to be a “compelling public [narrative] 

at [a] difficult [time] in the war.”79 These affirmative acts, namely the dramatized rescue video 

and anonymous quotes concerning Lynch’s bravery, helped create her public persona. Without 

 
77 Ibid, 108.   
78 U.S. Congress, House of Representatives, Misleading Information on the Battlefield: The Tillman and Lynch 
Episodes, 44. 
79 Ibid, 48.  



 
 

26 

individual and more general administration actions, Lynch’s story would not have manifested to 

the dramatic tale that it became.  

Regarding Tillman’s death, the committee accused the Department of Defense of 

purposely hiding information from the family and tampering with evidence and witness 

statements. The hearing allowed Tillman’s family to testify to their difficulty in obtaining 

information about Tillman as well as to the way this lack of information and the story that 

replaced the truth impacted their ability to mourn him. Tillman’s brother Kevin, who was 

instrumental in forcing the federal government to reveal its manipulation, provided testimony 

that led the committee to acknowledge the “suspicious circumstances” surrounding Tillman’s 

death. This concession deviated from military officials’ initial claims that they had only 

discovered that Tillman’s cause of death was fratricide after extensive investigation. 80 While 

Committee Chairman Henry Waxman was very careful to absolve congress from any 

wrongdoing in the misinformation scandal, the committee seemed to have a consensus in their 

condemnation for the military and Executive Branch’s handling of Tillman’s death, even if the 

exact source of the false information could not be determined. The hearing culminated in the 

committee advocating that Tillman’s death be investigated further in order to determine the party 

responsible for the misinformation.81 The first hearing did little to reveal details concerning 

Tillman’s death, but it presented the arguments that the subsequent hearing discussed further and 

introduced the question of intentional misinformation for the first time.  

 The Committee on Oversight and Governmental Reform further investigated the 

fratricide three months later to determine what the Defense Department leadership knew and 
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who was responsible for the coverup. The hearing delved deeper into the specifics regarding the 

altering of evidence and testimonies than the first trial did, explicitly addressing then-Ranger 

Bryan O’Neal’s testimony. O’Neal claimed to be standing next to Tillman at the time of the 

firefight and informed the Department of Defense that Tillman was accidentally shot by 

American troops rather than Afghani ones. Additionally, the trial covered the most damning 

piece of evidence against the American government in the form of a P-4 message detailing the 

truth of Tillman’s death. The P-4 in question was sent by Major General Stanley McChrystal on 

April 29th, 2004 just days after Tillman’s death and alerted the leaders of the Department of 

Defense to the possibility of fratricide. The memo detailed the accounts of several Rangers who 

had witnessed Tillman’s death, but although three officers received the memo, nothing was done 

to immediately correct the record.82 

 While members of the House committee were very critical of the Department of Defense 

throughout the trial, White House and military officials steadfastly claimed a lack of recollection 

as to the information they received and shared about Tillman’s death. Two of the three P-4 

recipients testified, but each diverted responsibility. Moreover, no hard evidence came to light to 

confirm that any members of the Executive Branch knew for certain that Tillman’s death had 

been caused by friendly fire when it went about its commemorative practices. This lack of clarity 

led the committee to conclude the session without any judgement of responsibility. Though 

Waxman lamented that it was “too passive” to just blame the system, no one was held 

accountable.83 Just as in Lynch’s case, military and government officials claimed a lack of 

memory surrounding the misinformation, and this resulted in the committee being unable to 
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determine responsibility for the aftermath of Tillman’s death. Though the narrative of Tillman’s 

heroic death at the hands of the enemy must have come from somewhere and there is clear 

evidence that the truth was intentionally covered up, the lack of records of communication meant 

that the committee could never definitively conclude that the misinformation was deliberate, 

only that the Department of Defense did not meet its most “basic obligations.”84  

  Neither the Department of Defense nor the Bush administration ever faced any direct 

blame for the intentional manipulation of Tillman’s death. Despite this outcome, evidence 

presented in the congressional hearings as well as Tillman’s family’s and various Rangers’ 

statements indicate that the coverup was intentional. Three Rangers were in Tillman’s direct 

vicinity when he was shot and all three claim to have witnessed the fratricide. One even asserted 

that as the shots were fired, Tillman screamed for a ceasefire, attempting to identify himself to 

the unit, but his voice was lost in the chaos. O’Neal claimed to have immediately pointed out the 

fratricide to military leadership but said that his statement was altered by an unknown source to 

say that Tillman had been killed by enemy fire. While the House committee concluded that the 

alterations were likely the result of miscommunication and negligence and could not pinpoint a 

specific individual who changed the statement, O’Neal lamented that his words were grossly 

altered.  

Additionally, Tillman’s family and eventually the public became aware that Tillman’s 

uniform and personal records had been burned, an unusual practice for items that are usually 

preserved. Tillman’s family suspects that the military did so because they showed evidence of 

having been sprayed by American bullets. Had Tillman’s clothes been returned to the family 
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with his body, evidence of the fratricide would have been apparent. This information came to 

light after the 2008 hearing and report, and because of this, was never addressed by military 

officials. The Department of Defense and its leaders have continued to deny any intentional 

wrongdoing, consistently citing misunderstanding in their portrayal of Tillman in the five weeks 

following his death.85 Because of this denial, neither the Bush administration nor the Department 

of Defense ever acknowledged or explained the motivations behind the coverup. Despite the lack 

of accountability, evidence points to an intentional coverup if not to an active dissemination of 

false information 

Regardless of the remaining uncertainties, it is clear that the initial information that the 

military released helped make Tillman into a legend. Already beloved, Tillman’s death after he 

publicly vocalized his call to service presented the perfect opportunity for the Bush 

administration. In U.S. government’s version of events, Tillman served as the classic, red-

blooded American who gave his life out of love for his country. The Iraqi soldiers were a 

senseless and amoral enemy that took the life of an American icon. The original story of 

Tillman’s death was useful in creating a martyr and molding a more positive public opinion of 

the war. The American government utilized this opportunity to the fullest extent before revealing 

the fratricide.  

 Neither the April 2007 hearing nor subsequent hearings or reports contributed 

dramatically to an increased understanding regarding the misinformation in either Lynch’s or 

Tillman’s case. While the Committee on Oversight and Government Reform acknowledged that 

government action led directly to misinformation in Lynch’s case, it did not determine who was 
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responsible for those actions. Tillman’s hearings were also unable to determine responsibility, 

and neither hearing definitively concluded where the information was lost or hidden along the 

chain of command. It is still unknown how the truth of Jessica Lynch and Pat Tillman’s stories 

became warped into fictional narratives. Despite this lack of clarity, these hearings and reports 

did indicate that circumstances in the war during the time of each incident may have contributed 

to the falsified tales.  

LYNCH AND TILLMAN AS PUBLIC RELATIONS TOOLS 

 Jessica Lynch and Pat Tillman were both convenient individuals to make into public 

figures representing the “War on Terror.” Lynch, a woman from rural, homegrown America 

represented both country grit and girly innocence. This identity combined with her status as the 

first prisoner of war to be successfully rescued since World War II made her marketable to the 

public. Tillman was already a public figure at the time of his death. His status as an already 

beloved, all-American athlete who had vocalized his call to service made him the perfect hero to 

inspire patriotism and imitation. Lynch and Tillman were the ideal candidates to distract from the 

deteriorating situation in the Middle East.  

The public saw Lynch as how her loved ones described her as a child: the picture of 

femininity with a tough side. Throughout the course of her media circuit, Lynch was 

simultaneously portrayed as a heroic, “little girl Rambo who went down fighting” during her 

capture, and as an innocent, feminized American victim who highlighted the bravery of others 

during her rescue. Having grown up in rural West Virginia, Lynch was used to symbolize the all-

American, patriotic innocence stereotypical of the region.86 Writ County where she grew up was 

portrayed in idealized pictures of resilience, toughness, and community, qualities an “outdoor 
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girl like Jessica” could bring to Iraq when she chose to make something of her life by joining the 

military. Lynch’s background made her “country girl tough” and the perfect female hero whose 

survival could be attributed to her homegrown values rather than a feminist strength.87 As a 

soldier, the military had to portray Lynch as brave in the face of capture to uphold the Army’s 

ideals of grit and perseverance. Lynch’s rural upbringing allowed the government and media to 

credit her Appalachian reliance as the source of her bravery, preventing her from embodying 

stereotypically masculine qualities without justification.88 To make the story work, an overtly 

brave and masculine Lynch would have been too at odds with her later hyperfeminized image 

upon her rescue.  

At the same time that Lynch was a rural American hero, she was also the perfect image of 

female innocence, something that contributed to her subsequent image as the perfect American 

victim to rally behind. When Lynch was captured, she was a young, blonde, petite woman who 

wanted to raise a family and become a teacher.89 She was the image of the girl next door, a 

woman who could be contrasted against the popular picture of Iraqi male aggression. Lynch 

served as the prototypical American victim. Her story played on engrained “nationalistic fears 

about white women’s vulnerability” and could be used to shift the narrative of the war from its 

controversy to the qualities of the Americans waging it.90 Rather than focus on “stories of Iraqi 

women and children being shot at checkpoints and Iraqi captors parading U.S. prisoners in front 
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of the media,” Lynch’s story shifted the focus to the triumphant rescue of an American female 

victim.91 Lynch was innocent, someone who needed and was worthy of saving.  

Lynch’s story appealed to Americans because it aligned with traditional images and 

stories of the damsel in distress, but she was not the only woman involved in the 507th company 

ambush. Lynch’s best friend, Lori Piestewa, was killed in the attack, and Army Specialist 

Shoshana Johnson was also captured. These women, however, received drastically less media 

attention than Lynch. Although Piestewa was among the eleven who died and were left largely 

forgotten, Johnson’s initial experience being captured was very similar to Lynch’s. The contrast 

between Johnson and Lynch despite their similar circumstances highlights Lynch’s qualities that 

made her the government and media’s ideal victim.92 

The public fascination with Lynch can be partially explained by the American 

preoccupation with the female captivity narrative, but this architype does not apply equally to all 

women. Johnson, a black woman, did not fit the traditional parameters of an American captivity 

narrative, which historically have involved white women captured by brown men and rescued by 

white men.93 Lynch’s narrative fit this perfectly. Her classic femininity and frail stature were at 

odds with stereotypically masculine bravery in the attack but fit perfectly in the tale of a white 

American woman captured by aggressive men in a foreign place. Although Johnson was the first 

African American woman to be held as a prisoner of war and returned to the United States in 

May, she was largely ignored.94 The Bush administration and the media already had their 

heroine: a woman who fit these subconscious expectations and inspired feelings of protection 

and pride.  
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This classic picture allowed the media to highlight the bravery of the team of men who 

rescued Lynch. Upon the successful completion of Lynch’s rescue, U.S. military officials 

immediately began to characterize them as heroes who would never leave a fallen comrade 

behind. While Lynch had shown her own feminized hillbilly grit in the face of attack, she was 

“still in need of rescue by her male counterparts, the real heroes.”95 The first success of a 

prisoner of war recovery mission since World War II combined with Lynch’s identity created the 

perfect formula to celebrate the bravery of the American male military hero.96 Although the 

government characterized Lynch as a hero whose patriotic upbringing prepared her for survival, 

ultimately, she was a damsel in distress for the American military and public. Though others had 

suffered and died as a result of the attack and were ignored in the public memory, Lynch had 

survived. Her story not only showed American innocence through the image of a frail female 

victim and American bravery through the image of an Army Ranger rescue, but also boosted 

morale with a happy ending.  

In Tillman’s case, the executive branch and the military were able to convince Americans 

to emulate him by portraying him as an unyielding patriot and focusing so heavily on honoring 

him in the public sphere. While the government and military could have celebrated Tillman as a 

patriot and acknowledged that died of fratricide, the knowledge of such a massive mistake and 

tragedy would have turned public focus away from Tillman’s image and toward another 

American military controversy. The government used the shock and anguish surrounding 

Tillman’s original narrative to create more disdain for the enemy who had caused his death.97 

The Bush administration could not afford for American soldiers to become the enemy or to be 
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viewed as incompetent. Tillman was already the archetype of the ideal American soldier, and a 

tragic death by Afghani soldiers allowed the focus to remain solely on Tillman’s image rather 

than the way he died. Even though the military eventually acknowledged his death by friendly 

fire, Tillman’s image is still associated with the Afghan War, and his patriotic narrative lends 

itself to fondness and pride. Tillman predicted that the federal government would utilize him as a 

publicity tool before enlisting. He lamented that he didn’t want the federal government to parade 

him through the streets.98 Tillman’s family too suspected that the government had treated his 

death differently because of his status as a famous athlete. His mother believes that the 

administration needed a hero to do damage control for public opinion of the war.  

Just as Lynch’s rescue distracted from American mistakes, Tillman’s death came in 

conjunction with one of the biggest controversies in the war, the events at Abu Ghraib. The 

government may have been motivated to change the narrative surrounding the “War on Terror” 

by bringing attention to an American hero rather than to American abuses, a notion the 

Committee on Oversight and Government Reform acknowledged directly.99 The human rights 

atrocities that American servicemen and women committed at the Abu Ghalib prisoner of war 

camp led to widespread criticism and questions concerning the war itself. Tillman served as a 

distraction and a hero that the public could rally behind. If his death occurred at the hands of 

Afghani soldiers, that narrative could create a sense of fear and to some extent hatred for those 

the United States was fighting. By providing Americans with a martyr with whom they were 

already familiar, the U.S. government was able to provide a unifying figure. Tillman possessed 

qualities that the American government saw as ideal and invaluable for promoting the idea of 
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patriotism. The Bush administration used Tillman as a form of propaganda and as an 

advertisement for the military because he was noble enough to sacrifice everything for his 

country and its cause. The government and media could perfectly mold both Tillman and Lynch 

to serve as idyllic and inspiring images of the war.  

RECLAIMING MEMORY  

 Both Jessica Lynch and Pat Tillman had their stories taken from them when the 

government and media created fictionalized versions of their service and sacrifice. Despite 

information regarding the truth of their stories eventually coming to light, remolding each story 

has required extensive efforts. While Lynch has dedicated herself to setting her own story 

straight and utilizing her experiences to help others since her rescue, Tillman was unable to do so 

for himself. In his stead, his family, friends, and former teammates and coaches have contributed 

to attempts to reclaim his memory. Despite the almost two decades since Lynch and Tillman first 

became war heroes, their memory is still clouded by the fictionalized versions of themselves.  

In the wake of government efforts to manipulate her story and create a fictionalized 

public figure, Lynch has taken steps to reclaim her own story and memory. While Lynch claims 

that information that the government and the media disseminated concerning her story was kept 

from her during her recovery, she has since taken steps to set the story straight. In a Primetime 

interview with Diane Sawyer in November 2003, Lynch spoke about her capture, captivity, and 

rescue for the first time. She denied the heroics that had initially characterized her actions on 

March 23, saying that she refused to “take credit for something [she] didn’t do” and admitting 

that she “did not shoot a single round” during the ambush as her weapon, an M-16 notoriously 

known for jamming, got stuck.100 She also told Sawyer that although she was in constant fear 
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during her captivity, she did not suffer the mistreatment and abuse that original publications 

hinted at with descriptions of the alleged torture chamber. According to Lynch, she was not 

abused and she “actually had one nurse, [and] that she would sing to me.”101  

Although Lynch has defended the staff at Saddam Hussein General Hospital, she still 

cannot fully settle the question of the extent of the horrors of her captivity because some of the 

elements of her experience remain unclear. In contrast to the humane treatment Lynch says she 

received during her captivity, her biography revealed that Lynch believed that she had suffered 

further abuse just after her capture. In the biography, author Rick Bragg told of medical records 

indicating that Lynch was “a victim of anal sexual assault.”102 Lynch does not remember the 

assault and recalls that when she “came to” in captivity “the cruelties were over.”103 Lynch rarely 

talked about the assault in interviews, saying she would rather not think about it.104 Because 

these details did not come to light until the biography was published, the House hearing also did 

not address these medical reports and most coverage concerning the claims involve Iraqi doctors 

rejecting the idea that she was ever abused. It remains ambiguous, both for Lynch and those who 

have studied her case, when this assault occurred, and it is possible that it happened in the period 

between her capture and her arrival at Saddam Hospital. Despite the horror of this realization, 

Lynch has continuously rejected reports of exaggerated mistreatment and set the record straight 

concerning all aspects of her captivity and rescue.  

In addition to clarifying the fantastical details of her story that had dominated public 

perception in the immediate wake of her rescue, Lynch directed attention to the others who 

fought and died in the 507th Maintenance ambush and those that assisted in her rescue. In her 
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interview with Diane Sawyer, Lynch argued that she did not see herself as a hero. Instead, she 

emphasized the heroics of individuals like Lori Piestewa and the other soldiers in the Humvee 

during the final crash. Lynch argued that while she did not go down shooting, they may have, 

and that they, particularly Piestewa, protected her the entire time. Lynch also emphasized the 

accomplishments of her rescue team, lamenting “those are my heroes” and thanking them for 

risking their lives not knowing the situation they would encounter in the hospital.105 To Lynch, 

while there were certainly heroics surrounding her capture and rescue, she was not the greatest of 

those heroes.  

Indeed, Lynch has consistently resisted the manipulation of her own story. In her 

interview with Diane Sawyer, Lynch stated that the military’s portrayal of her story bothered her 

because “they used [her] to symbolize all kinds of stuff.” 106 She also claimed that filming the 

rescue and distributing the video was wrong. Later, at the House Committee on Oversight and 

Government Reform hearing, Lynch supported this point of view. There, she claimed that she 

did not know why her story was dramatized when her fellow soldiers had committed real heroics 

on which the military and media could have focused. In her statement, she emphasized that 

though she still supported the military, it was important to shift the focus to truth rather than 

myths. To Lynch, falsifying details of heroics and trauma only discounted the reality of her 

experience. In her closing remarks, Lynch proclaimed her gratitude that she had the privilege of 

setting the record straight and condemned American mythmaking: “the bottom line is that the 

American people are capable of determining their own ideals for heroes. They don’t need to be 

told elaborate tales.”107  
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Since her original statements in 2003 and witness testimony in the 2006 House trial, 

Lynch has continued to direct her own narrative. The Jessica Lynch POW website details 

Lynch’s true story and what she is doing today. After healing from her injuries, Lynch went on 

to earn her bachelor’s degree in Elementary Education and her master’s degree in 

Communication Studies. She now spends much of her time speaking to audiences about her 

experience as a prisoner of war, as well as the value of perseverance and overcoming obstacles. 

The website also promotes journalist Rick Bragg’s I am a Soldier Too: The Jessica Lynch 

Story.108 Originally published in 2003, the book details Lynch’s time in the military and captivity 

from her own point of view, acknowledging the role that her comrades played during her time in 

the service and setting the record straight about her recollection of the nine-day period of her 

captivity.109 Lynch has proclaimed her gratitude that she is still here to narrate her own story, and 

has continued to reclaim her memory in her own words.  

In the midst of Tillman’s politicization and his family’s fight to learn the truth, those 

directly associated with Tillman memorialized him separately from the government. Much of 

Tillman’s personal memorialization has occurred in Arizona, his home state. Arizona Senator 

John McCain was one of the first to release a statement regarding the death, expressing his 

thoughts and condolences for Tillman’s family. Tillman enjoyed the most fame and admiration 

in Arizona due to his involvement with both Arizona State and the Arizona Cardinals. Both of 

these organizations created memorials to Tillman that emphasized his legacy as an athlete and a 

hero. Additionally, his family created a living memorial in the form of an organization that 

serves to further Tillman’s beliefs and support causes that he was passionate about.   
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 Tillman was beloved by both Arizona State and the Cardinals. Both organizations 

responded to his death just days later and pledged to memorialize him. Tillman wore No. 42 on 

his jersey in college playing for the Sun Devils, and Arizona State responded with a pledge to 

retire Tillman’s jersey and inscribe his name on the honor ring at Sun Devil Stadium.110 Arizona 

State fulfilled its promise to memorialize Tillman with various forms of remembrance and 

continues to do so today, more than fifteen years after his death. Specifically, the university has a 

website dedicated to honoring Arizona State veterans and informing veterans looking into the 

school with an entire section dedicated to the memory of Tillman.  

The website itself in many ways serves as a memorial, including a page dedicated to “Pat 

Tillman’s Story” that summarizes his athletic, academic, and military careers and features 

testimonies from his classmates. One video includes interviews with faculty and staff who knew 

him as well as with current student veterans describing the impact that Tillman’s story has had 

on them. Additionally, the site includes the various ways that the university continues to honor 

Tillman, specifically highlighting Pat’s Run, The Pat Tillman Veterans Center, and the Tillman 

Tunnel and statue. Annually, Arizona State collaborates with the Pat Tillman Foundation to put 

on a 4.2-mile run symbolizing his jersey at Arizona State to raise scholarships for veterans and 

military dependents. The Pat Tillman Veterans Center was created to be a resource for veterans 

while attending Arizona State and helps assist with connecting veterans to resources regarding 

campus life and education benefits in order to honor Tillman’s legacy of service.111 Both of these 

tributes serve as living memorials to Tillman’s memory. Tillman was widely and deeply loved at 

Arizona State, and the university didn’t hesitate to memorialize a figure that was so important 
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not only to the school but also to the nation. While these memorial practices still emphasize his 

military service, the direct impact that the money and resources have on veterans and dependents 

serves to further Tillman’s memory of giving back.  

Finally, Arizona State’s most concrete memorial to Tillman is in the form of the Tillman 

Tunnel and Statue. The “Tillman Tunnel” leads onto Arizona State’s Frank Kush Field and is 

filled with photographs of Pat and culminates with a bronze statue in his likeness. The bronze 

statue stands 7 ½ feet tall and depicts Tillman in his Arizona State Uniform standing tall and 

seemingly watching his teammates play. The memorial serves to remind the players to perform 

with passion and honor as they touch the statue running onto the field.112 While Tilman’s jersey 

was retired and his name was added to the honor roll within months of his death, the memorial 

statue wasn’t unveiled until August of 2017, illustrating the continued effort of the university to 

remember Tillman.  

Vice President for Athletics Ray Anderson emphasized Tillman’s importance to the 

university in a press release that accompanied the unveiling of the photo, calling Tillman “one of 

the most well-respected Sun Devils in history” and emphasizing the magnitude of Tillman’s 

legacy in inspiring not only members of the Arizona State community, but also those far beyond 

it.113 Head Football coach Todd Graham echoed the sentiment by lamenting how important the 

statue was to him and how he feels that the statue and the tunnel depicting pictures of Tillman’s 

teammates represent who he was as a warrior and as a member of the Arizona State family. The 

statue includes a quotation taken from the Pat Tillman Foundation encompassing how the school 

wants to remember Tillman: “Somewhere inside we hear a voice, it leads us in the direction of 
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who we wish to become, but it is up to us whether or not to follow.”114 Arizona State’s goal in its 

memorialization of Tillman is to honor his courage as an athlete and a serviceman and have his 

legacy serve as an inspiration to all just as he inspired those around him.  

 The Arizona Cardinals also responded directly after Tillman’s death and continue to 

memorialize him. Like Arizona State, the team immediately retired his jersey, No. 40, and stated 

on April 26th, 2004 that they already had plans to name the plaza surrounding their new stadium 

the “Pat Tillman Freedom Plaza.” The Cardinals unveiled the stadium and plaza in 2006, and 

another statue of Tillman completed the plaza. The Cardinals depicted Tillman running with his 

signature long hair flying behind him and a look of pure passion on his face.115 This memorial 

received almost no press coverage and isn’t emphasized heavily by the Cardinals. The intent of 

the statue simply seems to be to honor Tillman physically, but the Cardinals continue to 

remember their former star in more enduring ways.  

Tillman’s memory is still alive within the Cardinals organization. In 2009, five years 

after his death, Tillman’s jersey was the Cardinals’ best-selling and most worn.116  Additionally, 

the Cardinals consistently memorialize Tillman on social media with pictures and videos 

commemorating his career and service. On May 28th, 2018 the organization called fans to 

remember Tillman on Memorial Day with a video tribute to Tillman including clips of him 

playing football, interacting with his teammates, and spending time with family interspersed with 

a 2001 interview. The video emphasizes how humble and passionate Tillman was and presents 

him as a person who was always trying to make himself better for his teammates and family. 

While the interview and clips were taken before Tillman joined the military and thus focused on 
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his athletic career and personality rather than his military career, the video also nods to Tillman’s 

patriotism. The interview features Tillman being asked about his level of emotion before games. 

In response, Tillman said that he usually tried to keep himself moderately energized but that 

when he stood for the anthem, he was at “about a ten” on a scale from one to ten. Tillman 

explained that he didn’t know exactly why he got “fired up’ for the anthem but that he had “a 

patriotic bone in his body.”117 This is the only nod to his future military career in the video which 

honors him mainly for his passion, excitement, and effort. 

 Both the Sun Devils and the Cardinals memorialize Tillman through various means and 

continue to honor and evoke his legacy as motivation for their current players. These memorial 

practices are much more personal than those the Bush administration engaged in, but still portray 

him in the patriotic light preferred by the government. Tillman was perhaps the most well-known 

individual soldier in modern American war history and connecting these organizations to his 

patriotic and heroic memory connects these organizations to Tillman’s beloved reputation. 

Though these groups are likely not driven entirely by altruistic purposes, they still emphasize his 

qualities of valor and courage that led him to sacrifice his athletic career and eventually his life 

for the ideals of freedom rather than emphasizing his death and his specific military career. Even 

as these various memorials portray him as a patriot, they reclaim his memory by remembering 

him for much more than his death and clearly seek to honor his memory rather than using him 

solely as a means to an end. These organizations’ continued memorialization of Tillman through 

various means clearly show the lasting impact he had on those he was involved with, not just 

because of his utility, but because of his unique qualities.  
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 Tillman’s family and friends established the Pat Tillman Foundation shortly after his 

death. The foundation seeks more than any other organization or memorial to further Tillman’s 

legacy through action. The Foundation is incredibly celebratory of Tillman, emphasizing the 

qualities that kept him grounded despite fame in his athletic career. The site describes Tillman as 

always staying true to his principles and illustrates that assertion through examples of him 

continuing to drive his college pickup truck, pushing himself athletically in the football off-

season, and volunteering with organizations like the Boys and Girls Clubs and schools 

throughout Phoenix. The foundation specifically uses the words “true legacy” in regard to 

Tillman’s memory, setting itself directly opposed to the narrative that was the “most publicized 

in the “War on Terror.”’118 

 The ultimate goal of the foundation, in addition to crafting Tillman’s legacy, is to 

enhance the lives of military veterans, spouses, and dependents through educational tools and 

support. Tillman’s wife Marie describes her husband as a “lifelong learner,” and the foundation 

established the Tillman Scholars Program in recognition of this quality.119 The program provides 

academic scholarships, a support network, and opportunities for professional development to up 

to sixty new veterans and dependents every year. Since the scholarship’s establishment in 2008, 

the foundation has raised and donated over 16 million dollars to more 580 scholars, giving them 

opportunities for advancement. The program was established by Co-director and Co-founder 

Marie Tillman as part of an effort to redefine the foundation’s mission to focus more on aid for 

“exceptionally talented veterans” and their spouses to achieve their academic goals.120 
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 The Tillman Foundation also organizes and supports other projects honoring Pat 

Tillman’s memory and raising money and awareness for the Tillman Scholars program. 

Specifically, the foundation partners annually with Arizona State University to put on the 4.2-

mile Pat’s Run in Tempe, Arizona to raise money for the Tillman Scholars program. Team 

Tillman, an organization of everyday civilian and military athletes, has also worked to raise over 

one million dollars to fund scholarships. The National Football League’s Salute to Service also 

contributes to the foundation, allowing it to provide scholarships and put on the annual 

Leadership Summit that provides networking and educational opportunities for Tillman 

Scholars.121 

 The Pat Tillman Foundation was created as a way to honor and keep alive Tillman’s 

memory and has grown throughout the years to be an organization with the goal of making an 

impact in a way that combines many of his passions. The foundation serves as a living memorial 

by furthering his impact and beliefs even though he is not alive to do so himself. Despite the 

foundation being created after Tillman’s death, he is credited as the founder in the eyes of the 

leadership of the foundation because it was his beliefs and characteristics that inspired their 

work. Founding Executive Director Alex Garwood furthers this idea with his sentiments that 

neither he, Marie, nor a group of friends started the organization. According to Garwood, “Pat 

started it,” and this founding belief motivates the foundation and allows it to be such an effective 

memorial for Tillman by creating an impact that will last beyond the foreseeable future.122 

 Though both Lynch and Tillman’s loved ones have had to fight to reclaim their story, Pat 

Tillman’s memory has required and garnered significantly more work than Lynch’s. Each 
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individual’s story was altered in drastic ways, but Lynch has been able to alter the narrative 

herself. Since her rescue, Lynch has been adamant against dramatized tales of her own heroism, 

preferring instead to credit her fellow 507th Maintenance Company comrades and those that 

rescued her. While Lynch did not control the original dissemination of her story, she has directed 

how she wants to be seen and remembered since. Pat Tillman did not have the opportunity to 

direct his own memory, and the truth surrounding his death came at a much more delayed 

timeline than the truth surrounding Lynch’s capture and rescue. Tillman’s extensive 

memorialization efforts have continued to create a legend but have directed his memory towards 

qualities that he was proud of in his life. Despite the fictionalized version of these individuals 

that once dominated discussion, memorialization efforts have helped spread the truth.   

CONCLUSION 

 Throughout U.S. history, the memorialization of war has played a crucial part in creating 

American identity. War has birthed, divided, and united the country since its genesis. The Civil 

War, World War I, and World War II are some of the most defining events in American history, 

and the U.S. government has tried to define these and most every other conflict the country has 

been involved in in terms of the pursuit of ideals. American national pride is often based on the 

memory of past wars and the consistent principles the military has defended spanning time and 

location.123 Memorializing the “War on Terror” was no different. If anything, the circumstances 

surrounding the “War on Terror” made this conflict even more integral to the American 

consciousness. President George W. Bush defined the war as a defense of American ideals 

before Congress had even authorized military force. This justification for war as a defense of 

freedom in the wake of an unprecedented attack on civilians on American soil made preserving 
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the image of the military as a beacon of morality and goodness even more critical. The United 

States had to be the “good guys.” 

 The media contributes to the prevalence of war in American identity by bringing stories 

from the battlefield to the forefront of American minds.124 Television, social media, and the 

internet serve as virtual memorials for war efforts and allow for memorialization in real time 

based on the facts the military is willing to share. Stories of heroism and gallantry can be 

instantly accessed and shared, creating an evolving and dynamic space for remembering and 

interpreting conflict. Though wars had been televised before, the media and its evolving digital 

presence was especially prevalent during the “War on Terror.” As technology evolved, 

information flowed more quickly and more easily transported the public at home to the front 

lines. Every article and story helped create the memories that shape modern American identity.  

 Lynch’s and Tillman’s stories and their manipulation in the military and media are 

symptoms of the goal to mold a positive memory of war, even before it is over. Lynch and 

Tillman’s stories were casualties in the campaign to create a positive image of American 

involvement in Afghanistan and Iraq. The Lynch narrative contributed to the U.S. government’s 

idealized picture of the “War on Terror” in the wake of the launch of Operation Iraqi Freedom 

but disregarded the true heroics of forgotten soldiers and Lynch’s right to be the author of her 

own story. Tillman’s dramatized patriotism that ignored his doubts about the war and the 

falsified version of his death furthered the Bush administration’s desired narrative. The 

government made Tillman into a martyr and hero that represented ideals that contradicted what 

he thought of the war. The astounding level of misinformation surrounding the stories of two 

soldiers in such a narrow time frame should make us question our own perceptions of war.  
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Despite the lack of resolution concerning the falsified version of Lynch’s story, it is clear 

that dramatization and misinformation created a fictionalized hero version of a real soldier. The 

Jessica Lynch sensationalism made her both a small-town, country girl hero driven by patriotic 

American innocence as well as a frail, female victim who required male rescue from foreign 

aggression. Lynch was already a hero by virtue of her service and her survival as a prisoner of 

war, and her story was already remarkable because of her status as the first prisoner of war to be 

rescued since World War II. Lynch herself has lamented the heroics of people like Lori Piestewa 

who could have been celebrated instead, but she was a convenient figurehead for the war effort 

and her story was a positive, familiar break amid discouraging developments.   

The legacy of Pat Tillman is nuanced. He has been, and continues to be, memorialized in 

vastly different and contrasting ways. Manipulated by the American government and reclaimed 

by those closest to him, Pat Tillman possessed many of the qualities of the hero that the 

American government made him out to be. At the same time, he was a vastly complicated 

individual who was made into a mythical hero and manipulated for political means. The 

American government initially controlled Tillman’s memory and used him to create a role 

model, martyr, and rallying point for support for the “War on Terror.” While controversy is still 

undoubtedly associated with Tillman’s memory, organizations like Arizona State University, the 

Arizona Cardinals, and The Pat Tillman Foundation have helped to further Tillman’s true values 

and portray his valor on the basis of actual characteristics and actions rather than a fictional 

narrative of a heroic death.  

 The government and media’s usage of Lynch and Tillman falls within the larger realm of 

how we remember war and what the American government encourages us to remember. The 

Bush administration dictated the stories of Lynch’s capture and Tillman’s death through 
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statements and productions emphasizing and commending bravery. The media contributed to the 

mythmaking surrounding these individuals in the wake of these events by perpetuating 

dramatized stories for public consumption. Lynch and Tillman may be the faces of the “War on 

Terror,” but the United States has historically controlled public memory of war. The government 

often disregards the potential impact of fictionalization and dramatization when its creates its 

desired picture. Tillman and Lynch were part of this picture, and their stories should make us 

question the ethics of spinning memory to accomplish a goal. Both Lynch and Tillman are real 

heroes, having given their freedom and life, respectively, in their service. The issue is not with 

celebrating these individuals, but in the qualities the Bush administration and media directed the 

public to celebrate. War is not won and lost simply in battle on the front lines, but in the eyes of 

the public and its level of support for the effort. Utilizing individuals like Jessica Lynch and Pat 

Tillman is just one of the many strategies for victory.  

  



 
 

49 

Bibliography 

Primary Sources  
 
About." Jessica Lynch POW. https://www.powjessicalynch.com. 
 
Bush, George H.W. “Address Before a Joint Session of Congress on the End of the Gulf War.” 

Speech, Washington DC, March 6, 1991. Video. Miller Center. 
https://millercenter.org/the-presidency/presidential-speeches/march-6-1991-address-joint-
session-congress-end-gulf-war. 

 
Bush, George W. “Statement by the President in his Address to the Nation.” Speech, Washington 

DC, September 11, 2001. Video. The White House. https://georgewbush-
whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2001/09/20010911-16.html. 

 
Bush, George W. “2004 White House Correspondents’ Dinner.” Speech, Washington DC, May 

1, 2004. Video. C-SPAN. The White House. https://www.c-span.org/video/?181634-
1/2004-white-house-correspondents-dinner&start=1978. 

 
“Central Command Briefing.” C-SPAN. April 2, 2003. Video. https://www.c-

span.org/video/?175914-1/central-command-briefing. 
 
Getler, Michael. “A Long, and Incomplete, Correction.” Washington Post. June 29, 2003.  

https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/opinions/2003/06/29/a-long-and-incomplete-
correction/04be135e-c8b0-406e-9c45-d6b45b3f0536/. 

 
Getler, Michael. “Reporting Private Lynch.” Washington Post. April 20, 2003. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/opinions/2003/04/20/reporting-private-
lynch/55914b60-6b88-45c0-82a9-d3bc25c1b2d1/. 

 
“Jessica Lynch: I’m No Hero.” ABC News. January 6, 2006. 

https://abcnews.go.com/Primetime/story?id=132434&page=1. 
 
Lewis, George. "Ex-NFL Star Tillman Makes 'Ultimate Sacrifice." National Broadcasting 

Company. April 26, 2004. http://www.nbcnews.com/id/4815441/ns/world_news/t/ex-nfl-
star-tillman-makes-ultimate-sacrifice/#.W6B0q5NKhbU. 

 
“Our Story.” Pat Tillman Foundation. http://pattillmanfoundation.org/our-story/. 
 
“Pat Tillman’s Story.” Veterans. Arizona State University. https://veterans.asu.edu/pat-tillman. 
 
Priest, Dana, William Booth, and Susan Schmidt. “A Broken Body, a Broken Story, Pieced 

Together.” Washington Post. June 17, 2003. 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/2003/06/17/a-broken-body-a-broken-
story-pieced-together/99444444-c9cf-4ae8-b724-7471564643fa/. 



 
 

50 

Public Law 107-40. S.J. 23. 107th Congress. September 18, 2001.  
 

Rather, Dan. “CBS Evening News.” CBS News. April 2, 2003. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qh6CwCXkJ7A.  

 
Representative Honda, Mike. “Honoring the Memory of Pat Tillman.” Congressional Record 

Daily Edition 150. No. 56. April 28, 2004. pg. H2455.   
 
Schmidt, Susan and Vernon Loeb. “She Was Fighting to the Death.” Washington Post. April 3, 

2003. https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/2003/04/03/she-was-fighting-to-
the-death/827181d6-bc41-4d13-b20c-ba95fedab997/. 

 
U.S. Congress, House of Representatives. The Tillman Fratricide: What the Leadership of the 

Defense Department Knew: Hearing before the Committee on Oversight and 
Governmental Reforms. 110th Cong., 1st Sess. 2007. 

 
U.S. Congress, House of Representatives. Misleading Information on the Battlefield: Hearing 

before the Committee on Oversight and Governmental Reforms. 110th Cong., 1st Sess. 
2007.  

 
U.S. Congress, House of Representatives. Misleading Information on the Battlefield: The 

Tillman and Lynch Episodes. 110th Cong., 2nd Sess. 2008.  
 
Secondary Sources 
 
Altheide, David L. Terrorism and the Politics of Fear. Lanham MD: AltaMira Press, 2006.  
 
Boyle, Brenda M. “Rescuing Masculinity: Captivity, Rescue and Gender in American War 

Narratives.” The Journal of American Culture 34, no. 2. June 2011, 149-160, https://doi-
org.ezproxy.tcu.edu/10.1111/j.1542-734X.2011.00771.x. 
 

Bragg, Rick. I am a Soldier, Too: the Jessica Lynch Story. New York: Knopf, 2003.    
 
Buttsworth, Sara. “Who’s Afraid of Jessica Lynch? Or One Girl in All the World? Gendered 

Heroism and the Iraq War.” Australian Journal of American Studies 24, no. 2. December 
2005. 42-62. https://www.jstor.org/stable/41053985. 

 
Crouse, Karen. “Tillman’s Presence is Still Strong.” The New York Times. January 30, 2009. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2009/01/31/sports/football/31tillman.html?mtrref=www.googl
e.com.  

 
Feuerherd, Peter. “How American Soldier Jessica Lynch Became a Symbol.” JSTOR Daily. 

April 1, 2019. https://daily.jstor.org/how-american-soldier-jessica-lynch-became-a-
symbol/. 

 
 



 
 

51 

Fitzgerald, David. “Support the Troops: Gulf War Homecomings and a New Politics of Military 
Celebration.” Modern American History 2, no. 1. March 2019, 1-22. 
http://library.tcu.edu.ezproxy.tcu.edu/PURL/EZproxy_link.asp?/login?url=https://www-
proquest-com.ezproxy.tcu.edu/scholarly-journals/support-troops-gulf-war-homecomings-
new-politics/docview/2197789388/se-2?accountid=7090. 

Francescani, Chris. “Pat Tillman’s First Mission Was Jessica Lynch Rescue.” ABC News. 
September 10, 2009. https://abcnews.go.com/GMA/PatTillman/pat-tillman-jessica-lynch-
jon-krakauer-book-details/story?id=8536693.  

“The Iraq War.” Council of Foreign Relations. https://www.cfr.org/timeline/iraq-war.  
 
Kampfner, John. “Saving Private Lynch Story ‘Flawed.”’ BBC News. May 15, 2003. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/programmes/correspondent/3028585.stm. 
 
Krakauer, Jon. Where Men Win Glory: The Odyssey of Pat Tillman. London: Atlantic, 2010.   
 
Leaman, George. “Iraq, American Empire, and the War on Terrorism.” Metaphilosophy 35, no. 

3. April 2004, 234-248.  
 
“Pat Tillman Statue Unveiled in Sun Devil Stadium.” The Sun Devils. Arizona State University. 

August 30, 2017. https://thesundevils.com/news/2017/8/30/football-pat-tillman-statue-
unveiled-in-sun-devil-stadium.aspx?path=football. 

 
Piehler, G. Kurt. Remembering War the American Way. Washington: Smithsonian Institution, 

1995. 
 
Tucker, Bruce, and Priscilla L. Walton. “From ‘General’s Daughter’ to ‘Coal Miner’s Daughter’: 

Spinning and Counter-Spinning Jessica Lynch.” Canadian Review of American Studies 
36, no. 3. October 2006. 311–30. doi:10.1353/crv.2007.0006. 

 
“The U.S. War in Afghanistan.” Council of Foreign Relations. https://www.cfr.org/timeline/us-

war-afghanistan.  
 
“What Really Happened to Pat Tillman.” CBS News. May 1, 2008. 

https://www.cbsnews.com/news/what-really-happened-to-pat-tillman/. 
 

 

 

 


