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PETER (. ROLLINS

The Vietnam War

700 he Vietnam war pitted the United States
':... and the Republic of Vietnam (South Viet-
| nam) against the National Liberation
Front (also known as the Vietcong) and the
Democratic Republic of Vietnam (North Viet-
nam) in a struggle for control of South Viet-
nam, which in 1954 had been partitioned as a
separate political entity by the Geneva Ac-
cords. The conflict was viewed by U.S. poli-
cymakers as a “test case” of American insti-
tutions and a demonstration of American
resolve in the global fight against international
communist expansion. SEATO allies agreed:
Australia, New Zealand, Thailand, and South
Korea sent troops, while the Philippines pro-
vided civilian personnel. In the early days of
the conflict (1954—64), the United States pro-
vided advisors and economic support; in 1965,
as the communist insurgency grew in strength
(accompanied by political instability within
the south), U.S. infantry units were commit-
ted. The number of U.S. forces peaked in 1969
with the deployment of 543,400 troops. Unlike
most of their cinematic counterparts, U.S.
roops agaressively pursued their missions. As
blsl‘nrian George Herring has concluded:
American troops fought well, despite the mis-
'\:::[,ﬂe conditions under which the war was
nmiicjidense jungles and deep swamps, fire
¥ and leeches, booby traps and ambushes,
M elusive, by deadly enemy. In those in-
Sanceg where mai ; o At
Baged, the main units were d(.ll:ld”y en-
- W“t menca'ns Ll.sually prevailed, and
tmy 310 place in Vietnam where the en-
Y enjoyed security from American fire-
Powep» (153), y ¥ lre erican fire
« Yet, by 1975, the war was lost,

owing to a number of factors—many of them
diplomatic and political—that are still the sub-
ject of heated discussion and debate. Ironically,
Hollywood would virtually ignore the conflict
while it was a contemporary controversy, but,
after the debacle in 1975, it would exploit the
military clash in a series of major feature films
and documentaries.

Background

Vietnam, a French colony since the 1880s, was
one of the first targets for the Japanese in the
opening days of World War II. After the war,
the French regained control of their former In-
dochina colony. In part because of fears that
Communists would take over in France itself,
the United States shunned the forces for inde-
pendence in Vietnam (Herz, 15). The French-
Vietnamese war (1946-54) ended in France’s
defeat at the hands of Ho Chi Minh’s Com-
munist Viet Minh. The:Geneva Accords of 1954
divided the country into two parts—with the
North occupied by the Communists and the
South under the authoritarian regime of Ngo
Dinh Diem, one of the last living noncommun-
ist nationalists—who governed with benefit of
extensive support frofh the United States.

In the meantime, Premier Nikita Khru-
shchev announced that the Soviet Union
would spread Communism through “wars of
national liberation.” In 1959, the North Viet-
namese initiated such an offensive, and, after
a series of reversals for the South, American
troops were brought into the conflict in force
in 1965. Although there are different interpre-
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he Tet offensive of Walt W. Rostow, national-security advisors L0

despite a disaster presidents Kennedy and johnson, saw their
{leficlds of South ~ Vietnam strategy as a logical extension of the
fTet eroded pub-  stance defined for America by Kennan and

e United States Truman.
For many reasons,

tations of its meaning, 1
1968 marked a turning point:
for the Vietcong on the bat
Vietnam, the media reports o
lic support for the conflict in th
and seemed to confirm the worst predictions
of the antiwar movement. American roops
fought on, bul morale in the field eroded
steadily after February 1968. When Richard
Nixon assumed the presidency in 1969, he
vowed to “Vietnamize” the fighting and to
withdraw U.S. forces gradually. By March
1973, all U.S. combat units had departed Viet-
nam., With the passage of the Case-Church both Johnson and h
Amendment in 1973, all U.S. support of the Rusk, also feared that the delicate efforts to win
South ceased, despite previous pledges during the struggle through gradual escalation would
the Paris Peace negotiations by President be disrupted if the American people became

Nixon and Secretary of State Kissinger. After  too aroused. (Many would later regret this de-
cision to soft-pedal public information.)

some false starts, the North invaded the South
in a traditional, cross-border assault in the Meanwhile, commercial television reported
the war. Believing that the press would serve

spring of 1975 and took possession of Saigon
hion, the armed forces
ters with helicopter rides and

the U.S. government de-
cided against “selling” the commitment to
Vietnam as it had the struggle of World War
[I. Most historians believe that Lyndon B.
Johnson, who inherited Vietnam when he be-
came president in 1963, feared that too much
beating on the war drums would distract at-

tention away from his Great Society programs;
is secretary of state, Dean

(now Ho Chi Minh City) at the end of April,  them in a patriotic fas

bringing the military phase of the struggle to provided repor
an end. In response to the subsequent repres- full access to military operations. That as-
sion by the North, hundreds of thousands of  sumption proved to be misguided. Night after
South Vietnamese took to the sea, becoming  night, American viewers saw their boys hurt or
“boat people.” Many would die in this desper- dying on the nation’s television screens in a
ate flight to avoid Communist tyranny and conflict insufficiently j_ustiﬁed by their govern-
« eeducation,” but many others would become ~ ment. Especially during the Tet offensive of
American citizens—immigrants who are now 1968, the stories from Vietnam stressed inep-

~working and successful  titude and defeat, disaffecting the public per-
Vietnam has been called America’s

first television war, and the ramifications of
that novelty are still being explo red by scholars
and filmmakers. Referring to Walter Cron-
kite's famous special reports during the offen-

sive, one insightful commentator with a gift for
Vietnam Warasth

flict to be called off

among our most hard
neighbors.

America’s involvement in Vietnam was an
outgrowth of what was called “the doctrine of
containment,” elaborated by diplomat George
Kennan. It called for the United States to resist

onism where it affected vital in-
_Truman  exaggeration described the

manently.

Soviet expansi
terests. In 1947, President Harry 5
announced what was called “The Truman  first American military con
Doctrine,” an unambiguous statement that the by a television anchor.

United States would oppose Communist ag- Vietnam was a watershed event i
gression. Much of the disagreement aboul the  American historys the war had a ]J!‘Ofﬂ“"d i
meaning of the Vietnam conflict stems from  pact on American national identity: I“d'ie:\;,
the varying interpretations of the putative  the “Vietnam Syndrome” gtill casts @ shad?
threat—or nonthreat—of the Soviet Union

§ , . |1‘Illdl-
over the country’s foreign po
and Communist China. McGeorge Bundy and

in moder

]iCY- .I.h{" l.hc
% A g
vaunted “Powell Doctrine’ concerM 5

.hll ed how difficul

commi

- hltn;ent of US. forces is a direct out-
o of Secretary of State Colin Powell’s ex-

perience as an infantry company commander

in Vietnam and
was f¢ At )
“(]Llagmil‘{:" that Sulliegr;;llllflth to ﬂvuld the 'rhf_‘ B str'd
1e international re Ident attack o J
p- n U.S. motives

utation of a i s Al
tions. superpower with the best of inten- Wru':P{:r!:;:-::n:h TE,;:C:l)LT;:t KIOI'kU,S iy
ern Histlorical Experien;{ ‘("1“91;382,).{“;:’)?;’({\1:]-
every-Vletcong is a self-effacing natioO 1'0’
ﬁzarmng for‘ freedom and every South r\lfa;;:t
Pcze;:h(;fit;a! a "corrupt a.md dictatorial pup-
i I‘:ql:l-l? cxplllnterf:. Also stridently
= Prize_‘;_‘ i ffnl_ngmai, is Neil Sheehan’s
e e n;mng volume A Bright Shin-
R el aul Vann and America in Viet-
pem ,a nm_m.lmental work adapted for
Wrig;smfn by H.BO In 1998. So much of the
o foi i:sogluthls I.)elrspective takes America to
s woz[:}u:;d) arru?,ancc after the great
etory in Wo ar IL. The Kolko approach
wsociety that promes he nterensof el
. ¢ :
:'t:;zz cErporations over peo;rize:e:ttsr:rfljxg:ﬁ:;
o Psmgarzl;ito c}lzomestlc developments during
e f.}lves }:a at the end of the nineteenth
Ameria; fOrel : eeh.an approach condemns
fme ofhuma0§1ng its democratic roots and
I nity in our blustering efforts, af-
el far I, to transform other cultu
[o mirror images of our own. -
mil?t ;:;C}?i:li?,)-’s’ Fhere has developed among
G istorians v:rhal might be labeled a
Andr;: nevich Schun]" of criticism—named for
Wcmav’; 12.1 f };r;:pmevich, whose The Army and
e m[.‘ ‘.)I ?Ftracted much attention be-
Stk he. ac:;,: .s(;ud.y was written by an Army
e Criti(. e‘ uty. According to the Kre-
v Cmnl:t,' (z}enc‘m] W'L[]ialm Westmore-
e "1;.m Crl-:r ID“Vlelllull‘l from 1964
oo d; un va.mcnral strategic error by
g on destruction (attrition) of main

- oo

' ; not of vital interest to the United States

" __

" .’, It(herefore, the U.S. commitment was
istake from the beginning )

Historical Scholarship

The rationale for U.S. involvement in Vi
1.s m‘ost succinctly described in M le‘mam
Herz's The Vietnam War in Re!mwearttm -
I}assador.Herz explores the hist{)riclsfl rCo -
the cor(l(ﬂlct, the Geneva Accords, the co o
about. Wars of National Libera:cion N tﬁcems
offensive, and television, together , 'he e
post=Tet offensive trends. H V‘_”t s
post Tt o le clearly links the
| e South to America’s failure to lj
up to its commitments, Henry Kissi I‘Ze
monumental volume !);jnlamac} ( IQM?ngS
votes 'considerable attention to the T "
Poctrme and the doctrine of containm S
include their successful application inenlz_to
frqm I?Sﬂ on as opposed to their inept a ;)rf'a
cation in Vietnam. It was Kissinger, of “3.“
who extricated America from Vietna,m ¢ (tij ki
l}r;‘d the negotiations with Hanoi during E}l]]ﬂ I::}rli"
cace la J v .
meme:lké u(::!; l[973. Ln.ng before Kissinger's
7% SI.udied t;.'r Lewy m‘Arrrerfca in Vietnam
s i 1le moral issues in relation to
o 1y Theo:lc uded I'!nal the repression im-
e “ommunists after 1975 “lends
B o o view I%)at the American attempt
L, wlehunnm umst‘dnminatim of the area
The b out I‘l:l(ll“al Justification” (441).
b rE]jijl.mns f]f the war are varied,
i .‘._m‘lu U.S. policy—they tend to
either th i :
e United States miscalcu-
Uit would be to win its war
wsly reforming an authori-
the South) or that our in-
oth politically and morall
were meddling in a civil war

elnames
; se
dLlen“iﬂe

{_;:.i.]le sin?ullanet
M tegime iy
Vement yyq b

nﬂng‘-arhat we

' Which the vj
ng 1 I
Ulhtrs h

force units rat
o umtslralhcr than concentrating on pac
: —an - i indivi i
Ncﬂghwht occupying—individual villages
cehan supports this ; i i .
; s this analysis, attributi
this alternative : e w8
e kmnal.lve approach to General ViCl’(flj
! ak, a close advisor to President Kenned
whose i ative | .
se¢ mnovative ideas about couulerinsur ’

o people were strug-
Ve argun thle;r political destiny. Still
al the destiny of Vietnam
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\ by the Army. Rebuttals of
o wclrz:frl:ﬁi:i beyfuund in books b\{r Gcn._—
th"’"':‘cl:» ‘r::l \lip. Davidson, W estmoreland’s mtel? 91 —)
- ce chief. Colonel Harry S\lmnxt:'l's (d.19 ?
%z::k the position that the United b'l.'at.eslsh;),\:w_
have blocked infiltration into 'l‘nefsgm:l: \‘;-wt_
ing to the army of the Re;:m‘._)hc of So il
) (ARVN) the task of Vll‘lli\gﬂ paci e
22':11 military strategists contmue‘ their de m‘n
with Westmoreland as th.e yillain. l‘\i:):w;vt,as
mea culpa books by major ‘piay;:r;; .qhadnw
Robert 5. McNamara have relieved the s

i ’s legacy.
over a caring leader's legacy

96 | WAR

pocumentary Films y .
The documentary record of the Vietnam war

is rich and reflects the kinds (?f de‘ia}ll:::uf:]-[:‘::i
in scholarship about the cnn[h'ci. Alt 1 deh. o
U.S. government made a deh.beralt bl]'L- .mm
nr'n.m prupaganclim: the American [::um )l\:q e
film, Why Viatnmn?(l965),c'lasely uTh .ﬁlm
Frarlk Capra World Ward 1 I:(ljdi'm{,,fmad-
i ndon B. Johns
‘.‘P“““‘l"‘t’:g: lf:'lr.':::dt{':‘::;z{)ther of a young su"ld'\er
l'ﬂg\?icinam She wants an explanation of wig‘
::er son is hazarding h‘islli’:‘ in 2 fasl ::::E.'a:’.;nn,f
the film uses Lyndon Johnson, i
State Dean Rusk, and an onmlf;cmn a
ain the doctrine ot'cuntamfnenl a e
?\::ﬁ:f wars of national 1iberauoln. 1;;13:1&;:
that America has leamc; l’rm‘r:i i::l;eﬂ;_n e
~ s hefore World War —an _ :
(i:(;::lz?after the war—that “ag,?,ress;o& ::::::; ;
posed is aggression Lm'leash{:d: Wh)‘a e
promises that all will end well if J\T\u:;:c
from the past and takes a ﬁrm'sm.n 1.974) .
peter Davis's Hearts and Mmds‘ ({h‘ Ku\im;
documentary that takt;; Sp;dal et
have lost

powerful o
Sheehan approach 1o the war, Wi -
phasis on the notion that Amerlgdn: R s
their sensitivity to other c.ultures. A(,L.u“m -
Davis, our uh:‘.essionl with ct::'frlr:;ltnq;mggl%
i 5 e real nature 5
1')'l;nde‘drl'l::;.rtc.’:) \i]urld; indeed, our wealth. our
G out racism make us 4

oo e d
cu‘n‘tpelitwenuh, an g glmbe_

i o
menace Lo aspiring peoples aro

Through inte
ing clips
films of the

i rait of
astating portrait © . "
When the producer, Bert Schnel

reutting techniques am.d by.,' p}l“-
from hokey anticommunist ‘.‘ea‘l.iure
Cold War era, Davis creates a cv:
a misguided superpower.
er, read a
1 o . d_
thank-you note from 'lig110|.al. thc. ]:'i';':lﬁic\iﬁ_
emy f\wards P resentalions, his dd,“.]- B s
ames about the Hu]lywnod. creative o
“7s “gpin” on the war. Michael DeAntoni ;t
{;.::Yt;c :"r'iar of the Pig (1968) is 2 :"n?rea:::nj;-
film by a declared radical who cle“lr' yAmerican
equivocally opposed whfn' he saw as merian
colonialism. Unlike Davis, DCA“_“"TIT’ gy
s;neer at his country and its warnurf, u: Ul.i ;es
of Hearts and Minds but nppuse:,‘ 1(5[) E s
with clear and powerful argu.menls.f D
nio was a severe critic of I-‘h:w;rs ani ;
Leit from a leﬂlfl gelr)r;];):.g:;dcasﬂng covicn
B e thL' ) ceries about the war
(PBS) aired a thnrtceu—par‘l ’bﬂrl s e
led Vietnam: A Television I.hsmry. |
. cycled at least three times during the
next five y};ars and purchased b}(l,c“‘zjr}“};jz
schools and universities aCT()SS'tht: ‘m]e e
series was suppuscd!.ly based On.bl:dr;, h}; ol
now’s Vietnant: Ad]'--f :stzri;ln;t}zrhi 2 ‘ﬁat v
: ' jes and rea i ‘
ii::tr:hrml: “:’ I‘far more balanced 1)re§<311112.\Ti1:::: :;f
the war and its complexities. The te ;wg ml;uc
ries was SO unbalanced that it spar e ,.j v
protests by Vietnamese refugcfeAgr:Eli. .
Washinglon, Houston, and Ln.a:x ; ::;( er;ﬁned
outgrowth of these protests wasa ¢ v
Losers Are Pirates (1985), a crlllg}lioﬂi(ms .
by episode~—nf the errors. and 1{':’\5{:d i
the series. In 1985, a Washtygkun—{:: - .
watchdog group, Accuracy in Mu l.i, a0
ward with two programs tha'% _‘“‘ (':.; D
counter the PBS version: Tr:Icwsu.J!;;l.d:lpl'mm“s
The Real Story Use€s interviews wn? o o
and historians—some of whom h:\m e the
sulted by PBS and then igincn'cd»j—’}‘he . pact?
PBS series. Television’s V!F‘-l‘!‘l{lf‘!l. il
Media looks at the Tet ul'fcnsnr'f.: (::ci o oriy
attempt to examine, thmugh ;‘zneridl" e
the impact of reporting on the /

ries was 1e

tier Biyo
;’,m Blue (1970), where contemporary clashes

them g Was one of the most important

ing audience, to include people working within
the Johnson White House. Both films draw
heavily from the work of Peter Braestrup,
whose two-volume Big Story (1977) provided
a scholarly foundation of media criticism by a
working member of the media itself. (Braes-
trup, who died in 1997, had been a Marine
infantry officer in Korea; in Vietnam, he served
as Washington Post bureau chief. His previous
combat exposure gave him a less alarmist per-
spective on battlefront pyrotechnics.)
With the explosion of the video market, the
major networks have produced multiepisode
boxed sets from their archives; unfortunately,
they have not, for the most part, revised the
errors and distortions of their reporting during
the war years but recapitulate the same egre-
gious misrepresentations—this time in the ser-
vice of “history.” A significant exception to this
stale video record is a PBS series entitled Bat-
tlefield: Vietnam—a cluster of three programs
that maintained an admirable objectivity to-
ward both sides of the conflict as it presents
detailed studies of specific engagements. (The
series Web site included equally praiseworthy

resources for study at www.pbs.org/battlefield-
vietnam.)

in the counterculture. For that reason, it is not
surprising to find that boot camp and infantry
training are assailed in films about the era.

These forms of indoctrination seemed to em-

body the regimentation and conformity de-

manded by those on the other side of Amer-
ica’s “generation gap.”
In the motion picture version of the musical

Hair (1979), the Oklahoma protagonist, Clod

(John Savage), participates in the love and

freedom of the Age of Aquarius but is then

drafted and sent to Vietnam. The Establish-
ment’s attack on Clod’s individuality is sym-
bolized by his haircut. Naturally, not long after
he is shipped out to Vietnam, he dies—an in-
nocent victim of a senseless war machine. The
screen adaptation of Philip Caputo’s autobio-
graphical novel A Rumor of War (1977; film
1980) carefully establishes that Marine Corps
hazing misled young Philip, turning him into
a callous, small-unit leader who forgot the mo-
rality of his Catholic upbringing. These por-
trayals in Hair and A Rumor of War are both
a comment on the ostensible subject—the im-
pact of the military regimen on impressiona-
ble, young men—and a statement about the
nature of American institutions in the era of
Woodstock.

The most devastating motion picture por-
trayal of military training is Stanley Kubrick’s
Full Metal Jacket (1987). The title refers to the
cover of the 7.62-mm bullet fired by the M-14
rifle used by the Marines in the film, but it
relates as well to the hard carapace with which
the armed forces (supposedly) coat the sensi-
bilities of raw recruits. Some of the young are
destroyed by the unrelenting harassment of
their stentorian drill sergeant; others succumb
to the training and become distorted, amoral

monsters when they reach the battlefield—
confusing sex and violence, love and death in
ways that could only be unraveled by a disciple
of Freud. As an outsider to the Corps, Kubrick
missed the positive effects of boot camp on
most young Marines. They typically gain a
sense of pride and self-confidence in having

Other than John Wayne’s much-maligned
Green Berets, which reached theaters in 1968,
Hollywood was so afraid to cover the war dur-
ing the conflict that Julian Smith wrote an en-
tire book about the avoidance, Looking Away:
Hollywood and Vietnam (1975). Smith con-
c.luded that if Vietnam themes emerged in mo-
ton pictures during and immediately after the
War, they did so indirectly in such “historical”
Productions as Linle Big Man (1970) and Sol-

Clivee -2 .
e en first- and third-world cultures were
je

Cted intg the American past.
ong (.‘ﬁ.mp: Indo

Uing the 9
8 nll‘.]]l"

ctrination of Killers?

0s, opposition to the “Estab-
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with a Marine

it into an hour-length cinema

verité film, Half of the u nit was injured during

that pt::'ind,
wounded twice. There i
excitement of combat, but there

as was the filmmaker, who was
s fighting, the pain and
is also the

birth of a child—an event the tough, young
Marines witness in awe. The company’s gun-

FIGURE 11. [ull Metal Jacket (1987). Stanley Kubrick
¢ and unrelenting training of the

depicts the viciou
marines. Gunnery Sergeant Hartman's (. Lee Brmey,

center front) constant abuse of recruit Leonard Lawrence
(Vincent D'Onofrio, Jeft) will finally incite the private to
il the sergeant and himself. The recruit known as
“Joker” (Matthew Maodine, center rear), the narrator and
moral center of Kubrick's film, looks on. Courtesy

Warter 13ros.

completed a physically and mentally challeng-
ing thirteen weeks of training. As a film ex-
perience, Kubrick’s version of Vietnam, based
on the novel The Short-Timers by Marine com-
bat veteran Gustav Hasfo rd, is a powerful (and
unfair) indictment of the Marine Corps and its
cacrifices on the battlefield. Foran entirely dif-
ferent view of Marine boot camp, see Jack
Webb’s 1957 film The DL a post—Korean War
paean to the tough training and discipline of
a proud Corps. Webb’s film was updated,
though with an antiwar twist, in the 1970
made-for-TV movie Tribes, in which a tough-
as-nails drill instructor (Darren McGavin) and
a rebellious hippie draftee ( Jan-Michael Vin-
cent) face off with tragic consequences.

Swnall Units in Combat

Elsewhere in this volume, Robert C. Doyle
speaks of the small unit as the core for war
stories (see “The American Fighting Man”).
Barly in the war, two documentaries attempted
to convey the textures of experience for sol-
diers in small units. In A Face of War (1968),

Fugene Jones distills a three-month experience

prominent role in the film

nery sergeant has a
e kind of professionalism

and exemplifies th
(and caring) that veterans associate with people
in that venerable role—tough, but fatherly.
An Army counterpart 10 this film is Pierre
schoendorffer’s The Anderson Platoon (1967).
The unit is named for its African American
platoon leader, and this slice-of-life produc-
tion—like A Face of War—shows how coop-
iers lived and worked.

eratively combat sold
but there is

There are firefights and wounds,
also time for play and for humor. No frag-
gings, NO rapes, no shooting of prisoners or
civilians enter this record of a typical U,
Army unit in Vietnam. Indeed, both of these
black-and-white documentaries convey an ac-
curate portrait of American combat troops in
Vietnam, 90 percent of whom told Harris poll-
sters in 1980 that they were happy to have
served, and nearly 80 percent of whom denied
{hat the United States had taken advantage of
them (Rollins, “Popular Calture,” 334).

Two feature films explore the war in close-
up, taking two diametrically opposed perspee:
tives: John lrvin's Hamburger Hill (1987) and
Oliver Stone’s Platoon (1986). Hamburger Hill
focuses on an infantry squad (twelve men)s
part of a platoon (thirty-eight men) from the
101st Airborne Division involved in a ten-day

a North Vietnamese position neal
This bat-

g jt was

assault on
the Laotian border during May 1969."
{le was debated in the U.S. Senate @ .
being fought and was condemned by Senf‘““
Fdward Kennedy for its waste of A‘nﬂﬂrf’:““
lives during a period in which the Am-*'-r"’:m‘
military was supposed to be
Army’s response 1o the senator’s

that Hill 937 (Ap Bia Mountain) was
and occupied by an enemy regi

ment a1

, disengaging
= a8

FIGURE 12. Hamburger Hill (1987). An infantry

squad and a platoon are ordered to take Hill 937 even

as the U.S. military was u
nder ;
Courtesy RKO Pictures, a call for disengagement,

the U.S. Army’s role in Vietnam was to seek
out the enemy regular forces—with luck, a "
from built-up areas where civilians mi’htw l:y
hu'rt—and to destroy them, especially :(i;ur' .
a time of disengagement. When the Ameri ot
finally reached the summit of the forticgnj
n?o.untain, they had lost fifty-six soldiers h?l
killing more than six hundred of the enw N
f}ellm Zaffiri’s eponymous book explores eblcl)jt)},;
ba&;ﬂhome.— and' warfront dimensions of the
o T; w}11(11e Irvin’s feature film—not based on
fmstra(;(z) n—ixamlnes the weapons, tactics,
e i,l opes, and comradeship of Amer-
uHSChOOI; t e}.l Black.and white, schooled and
o sur;.t e soldiers of the 101st do their
Ay tive. the .maelstrom of war while
Lanuing angujelr perilous mission. Michael L.
b hi_.;t:,ri ietnam Yeteran who is also a mili-
betnely an, has said that “this picture is ex-
) dccurate in weaponry, equipn
| the use of artillery : & i .
!240)‘ s artillery and air support”
ing the dediwf' also ]Jl“dl'SESl the film for show-
ton and discipline of our troops

ll‘l hd[tl
: e—factors vt
histories, ctors foreign to most Hollywood

L&li.'l(ﬂed IJY ]_
y::) Made aly
€S Platoos

Anning “ i

Utnmng the unkindest movie

;(];t: \fmtnam war,” Oliver
6) is a powerful study of
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a small unit in combat—but it is much
in that the director depicts the unit as :l(;;?
:;Z(;isgn for .the‘ cultural changes affecting
e society in Fhe 1960s. Viewers are led
Civﬂialrf:e tﬂat Amengan troops regularly shot
, that our field commanders
troops as “bait,” and that i e
io unfflisciplined that theoyursliee:;‘icm;n;:: :Yere
fraggmg: each other than fighting an elu:EZ
:l?eer:z; Eofra;gging” was a slang term during
il e attacks on officers and noncom-
nates_WhOOfﬁczrs by disgruntled subordi-
. use ' fra‘gn'lentation grenades to
- (;r injure their victims.) Stone, himself a
A(;Ele ri'alctanvizlt.eran, comments broadly about
father ﬁgur;szir};}:\;hfi?nzhes et B, o
it feug , Sergeant Elias, ex-
Etli)m:, 'We ve been kicking ass for so long, f‘? s
ut time we had ours kicked.” The central
character, Chris Taylor (Charles Sheen) ja
torn bet.ween the polarized values in the uni’t :
he admires the grit and tenacity of Staff S_
g?ant Barnes (Tom Berenger), but he also :_
t;)>1reEsl .to thel New Age masculinity represented
t ﬁf ;ias (Wlllem.Dafoe). Naturally, the two fa-
therd g.ur'es are icons of the cultural forces of
d; Bay, 51gn(1fl‘11cantly, Chris Taylor has to mur-
arnes (the old valu in hi
life. Unfortunately, alonge‘:})let%:;g’zﬁe}fmnew
can platoon rapes Vietnamese v’illa ers e“di
‘s/‘l,'{?lftshcivilians indiscriminately—allgat oe:iI:is
ith the actual behavior i
troo.ps in Vietnam, Exasper:tfe:in l;); tStj::Ele?: lgtan
tortions, Lanning concludes: “What is a sh e
for the viewer and an insult to every Vistame
vete.ran is that the vast majority of thosz nilm
see it believe it is the ultimate true sto B Of
what really happened in the war” (293)1.}’"1?
unma.sk Stone’s claimas about the aut b i
grgphlcal basis for Platoon, Robert Hem f(l)'ll1 "
Oliver Stone’s company commander irfl) \lfiet——
;a;;rlllo—gz(;ciluced a narrative entitled Platoon:
i pany (1998). Hemphill wrote the
: p.art, because Stone’s film had been
succ'essful in depicting “the average Ameri
soldier in Vietnam as a cruel, racist ll)Coatn
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headed malcontent” (9), V'few which ll::: :;L;l;
thor tries to refute by na rfatmg th.e e’ven b
busy, painful, but professional year in FU ) y
with’Bravo Company, 3d Battalion, 25th Divi
sion of the U.S. Army in Vietnam, 1967-68.

Veteran
Frh:c:":e:::?:lmost 3.5 million }:ELera.nsduf. I.l}::i
Southeast Asian conflict. Their af::lt; bitl o
ard country and service were plumbec: bY
;:darrris pollsters in 1980—with [ESU]lfb&i‘::dln:;:;
evitably surprise students bf:ca:::epzl.ar Hc,ll.;/_
-esentation of veterans 1 PO Y
:E::)Zq;rlodu ctions. Vietnam stories .af‘c :;11;;2
of losers who return Lo our COLl’l"ltl'j{ as p o
remmnants, “walking wounded. Vlctnﬂlm( e
erans (VVs) are rapists in Platoon a:ll:.' f;an i
alties of War (1989)—indeed, the lat_lu \ il m..
an extended rape over lwn' hr‘{u.rs in ;ngm;
VVs are a “haunted generation™in the _mrthe
series starring Sylvester Stal_l(mf: a.n.d hm s
Chuck Norris Missing i Ach‘ml l’l‘lm-sl,ll e ju._
are psydm\ugﬂca.‘nly hauntedr in '.Hw .f Tzs:; B
cob’s Ladder, Jackknife, and Taxi I.)rwe] i
last, Robert De Niro plays a troubled }’{.) mﬁ
man obsessed by viol;:nce]; :;V sl::n; ;:;:;;;ul); "
o cannons in Welcome Home SE% .
l(-(;‘;b']‘cZ), where veterans go berserk and (iles::g
é town; future VVs become enar(nr.irc e
“the Horror” in Apocalypse Now (1”)7 ));a;} (he
omnipresence of death in The Def.frl L:;eq-}
(1978); VVs (at least the unrepent.dn t.me.“
suffer from masculinity p'mblerm.——w;._f ,;L,
the Bruce Dern character in Conm.l.g”iws
(1978), the Henry winkler character ”j .; =
(1977), and the John Terry charactt..r ,: "
Country (1989); VVs are “g.uns fm" }Tlr{ew?—j;
Mafia underworld in The "?toﬂc Kr.L'.Lr. ey a;
Little wonder that the pub'hc perceives b; 1.1
victims at best and walking time bmr‘m h;e
worst. In marked contrast to these macat otk
portraits of veterans is an HBO ducumer:‘/ ‘u;)i
entitled Dear America: Letters Home frmr:( (Erf’t
parn (1987), prnduced by l"hc I:sle\:v Yulr _‘i:)z
Vietnam Veterans Memorial. This te e\r:\ v
program  shows sensitivity to the variety

FIGURE 13. Coming Ht'{m.t? (1978). Alr: :;l;ggas;?::tam
Bob Hyde (Bruce Dern, left) cc.mf:rums ‘u,(am,-ymm, "
{Jon Voight, right), a paraplegic 1{1rr.nf:.r in kT
Vietnam who has been hswiu[.-, an affair wi ok });Cuma“
wife. Courtesy Jayne productions and Jero

productions.

Vietnam experiences while pgying hfl‘l"l’.\ag{’: to
all who served ina controversial overseas con-
ﬂ“."itr:l Coming Home, Jon \‘fuighl‘ plays la‘ T:r:,_‘
plegic infantryman who is brought . ;.;u(“j n(g
health and sexual fulfillment b}f tht.' wife (Ja
Fonda) of a Marine officer serving in \filCtl::.:'::
Much of the dialogue for the ['.I.lm was ‘ejxn_.m
porized; once into the production, Bruu‘, ‘ Ld)
(who plays the Marine officer and husband)
i is char beinglrashed by
realized that his character was ppoe
Fonda and Voight. In response, Dcrt} § E}lccr
telling his fellow actors what the Mfmne :rdig_
would say, hoping to reer:J\'Jlf a ?)}::lf:mdirecwr
ity for his character. Like e
TI‘Z Ashby’s Coming Home prupa?gagti:;ﬂ:lgi
countercultural values: the old kin m: .
culinity (Dern) is on the way nut.,j 0 o by
placed with a softer manh‘m)d reprcshaq.cmﬁc
the paraplegic veteran (v m.g}Tt)‘, wh.(}!1 ' .‘; il
to peace with himself by Jm.mng ‘l.‘ e
movement. As Michael Lanning l'lflla "
“Regardless of the merits of the ,h.lmjviet.nﬂ
seeing it will understand wh}: m:l(i}}’
velerans are not ‘fonda’ Jane” (196 lith dcwﬂs
Ron Kovic assisted Hal Ashby W i o
about paralyzed Vietnam yeterans.

, quid”
¢ the &
story would reach the screen unde

yt)l'lt'
m

ance of Oliver Stone in Born on the Fourth of
July (1989). This biography of a young patriot
turned antiwar protestor taps a powerful na-
tional myth, the myth of the American Adam.
Ron Kovic was a gung-ho Marine who was a
squad leader and a two-tour veteran. He pro-
tested against the Vietnam war only after he
was wounded and lost his faith in God and
country, in part because—the story explains—
he was mistreated by an uncaring Veterans Ad-
ministration. Rather than turning inward for
strength, Kovic turned outward and became a
spokesman for Vietnam Veterans Against the
War—a role that culminates in his protest at
the 1968 Republican convention in Florida
and his opportunity to speak at the 1972 Dem-
ocratic national convention. Oliver Stone cre-
ated a powerful story of an American innocent
who was first hoodwinked by patriotic slogans
and then crushed by an impersonal govern-
ment; in the end, however, the victim tri-
umphs by talking back to power. In shaping
this personal story, Kovic and Stone vindicated
the rebellion of all who embraced the coun-
terculture in the 1960s—especially Abbie
Hoffman, an activist who appears in the film
and to whom the film is dedicated. Hoffman,
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whose antiwar activities receive near-mythic
treatment in the 2000 biopic Steal This Movie,
died of an overdose of drugs shortly before
Born on the Fourth of July was released—a sad
ending, to be sure, but one more appropriate
to the counterculture than to the experience of
most Vietnam combat veterans.

Reconciling Visions
In spring 1999, the Chronicle of Higher Edu-
cation reported that two professors at Barat
College, in Lake Forest, Illinois, were team-
teaching a course entitled “The Politics and
History of the Vietnam War.” James Brask was
a reluctant draftee during the war, Robert Ar-
noldt a volunteer. The two veterans said that
their chronological distance from the war has
allowed them to disagree without being dis-
agreeable. Ideally, such binocular vision will
lead to dispassionate and detached studies that
explain America’s tragic loss in Vietnam—
with luck, without explaining it away. Brask
and Arnoldt’s willingness to entertain complex
analysis is exemplary, although this ecumeni-
cal attitude will take some time to reach Amer-

ica’s newspapers, cable networks, and movie
theaters.
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