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ABSTRACT
"Responsibly Inventing History": The Work of Tim O'Brien
By

Brian Cole McNerney

This thesis examines the literature which has emerged in response to the American
involvement in Vietnam using a framework of innocence, experience, and aftermath. I
argue that these narratives should be recognized as a distinct sub-genre within American
literature based on thematic concerns, linguistic patterns, and a self-conscious use of the
"war étory. " Ithen examine the work of Tim O'Brien, using the same framework of
innocence, experience, and aftermath, pointing out correspondences with other narratives,
and explore O'Brien's self-conscious use of the "war story" as a narrative form. I
consider the metafictional element present throughout his work and investigate his use of
revision as a deliberate artistic strategy. In an appendix, I provide a transcript of an
interview I conducted V\(ith Tim O'Brien in East Lansing, Michigan, on 7 April 1994, in

which I pursue these topics in more depth with the writer.
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This thesis is dedicated to my father--a quite fine soldier;
toTim O'Brien--whose literature inspired this work;
and to the soldiers of C Battery, 3rd Battalion, 17th Field Artillery,
who served with little complaint in the Persian Gulf War.
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Introduction

The Vietnam War is not over.]

This assertion is made in contradistinction to George
Bush's proclamation after the Persian Gulfin 1991 that America could finally, and even
proudly, put this "other" long war behind us ... for good.2 The reality is that the Vietnam
War will never end, at least not in the national consciousness. Almost two full decades
after the final helicopter wobbled off the embassy headquarters in Saigon, the president's
pronouncement reveals how that war continues to percolate its unique blend of cultural
symbolism and awareness of military defeat in a country particularly ill-adapted to failure
on the battlefield. The author Tim O'Brien, a soldier-writer-storyteller, upon reflection on

his own combat experiences in Vietnam 1969-70, warned Americans and particularly his

fellow veterans not to forget this war:

We should remember. Not in a crippling, debilitating way, but rather a form of
affirmation: Yes, war is hell. The cliché is true. Oh, we all know it's true, we
know it in an abstract way, the way we know that the moon is a lonely place. But
soldiers, having been there, have witnessed the particulars which give validity and
meaning to the abstract. That's an important kind of knowledge, for it reminds us
of the stakes: human lives, human limbs. Real lives, real limbs. Nothing abstract.
("We've Adjusted Too Well," 205-06).

O'Brien's caution above, written in 1981, resonates still: his plea for remembrance
coincides with what has turned out to be a deluge of films, poetry, memoirs, and both
short and long fictional narratives about the Vietnam conflict. O'Brien's caution coincided
with the commemoration of the Vietnam Veterans' Memorial in Washington, D.C., and

followed the publication of his novel, Going After Cacciato.3

The country has not, in
fact, forgotten. In these intervening years O'Brien followed a trajectory from ex-soldier
and ex-student to the pursuit of writing fiction, much of it war stories of the war in which
he proved to be a reluctant participant. Though he at times worries about being typecast

as a "Vietnam war writer" (Naparsteck, 4), much of his writing is dominated by the war,
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and he acknowledges that the subject will likely remain thematically central to his works
(Johnson, 41).

The present inquiry consists of an examination of O'Brien's appeal for remembrance by
looking at how his work synthesizes memory and imagination, continually reworked as the
writer returns to and rewrites his material in an effort to "draw out as an artist draws out
his visions" (Going After Cacciato, 24), as part of a process to understand and
communicate his combat experience. I will analyze his work across a framework of
innocence, experience, and consideration by revealing how each of his principle works, /f /
Die in a Combat Zone, Going After Cacciato, and The Things They Carried, might be
thoughtfully examined using these three divisions. I adopt this approach from Tobey
Herzog, who in Vietnam War Stories: Innocence Lost, uses this strategy in his survey of
Vietnam literary works. Herzog includes an additional category, "aftermath," which I
conflate with "consideration." The theme of innocence focuses on narrative treatments of
soldiers' expectations and indoctrination prior to actual involvement in Vietnam, but also
extend to the persistence of naive conceptions of the war, such as that epitomized by
Alden Pyle in Graham Greene's The Quiet American. The theme of experience explores
the dimension of actual combat and the in country4 experience. The theme of
consideration evaluates the ways in which authors explore the post-war condition, from
the depiction of the newly returned veteran as in Larry Heinemann's Paco's Story to
William Broyles Jr.'s account, Brothers in Arms: A Journey From War to Peace, which
recapitulates his return visit to Vietnam in 1984, fifteen years after he fought there as a
marine.

Finally, I will focus attention on the ways in which O'Brien exploits metafictional
techniques in the three works in order to stimulate his readers' reflection on how any
developed response to war is a constructed one, which requires the person remembering

to impose order and coherence on experience which may otherwise be disordered.
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Central to this inquiry is O'Brien's conception of the "war story" and how it differs
from traditional war narrative strategies. In a deliberate attempt to establish new
narrative categories which might further his capacity to relate the character and lessons of
war to the uninitiated, he delimits conventional approaches to depicting war and expands
the generic possibilities of telling war stories across the body of his writing. I provide a
hermeneutical framework for exploring the fulfillment of Thomas Myers' repeated
argument in Walking Point. American Narratives of Vietnam that each war demands new
aesthetic expressions to reconstitute the synthesis of cultural mythology of war with the

most recent war experience:

The self-conscious American war novel, however, does not merely stand in
opposition to the appropriation of lived history within popular mythic texts. Most
often, it enfolds the major components of popular myth within its own textual
strategies to do battle with it. The best of American war fiction invariably deals
specifically and deliberately with the linguistic strategies, both popular and official,
that are the fuel for collective memory and offers itself as a fully realized
metalanguage of warfare. And it is for this reason that the finest examples of
American war writing seem so startlingly new in terms of form and style, that
historical and aesthetic shifts are invariably simultaneous operations (13).

Ultimately, O'Brien's intent is to explore the truth of combat experience through
fiction, even "telling lies" when necessary to evoke that truth (e.g., "'I'm a believer in the
power of stories, whether they're true, or embellished, or utterly made up'," [Lomperis,
53]), and confront the reader with the horror and reality of war. To meet this objective,
he insistently experiments with different literary genres to extend the range of his message:
thus, one finds If I Die to be relatively straightforward autobiographical memoir; Northern
Lights (1975) and The Nuclear Age (1985) to be conventional novels-- in the sense of
being chronological tales which conform to realistic practices with regard to developing
setting and plot and contain clearly delineated, developmental main characters;, Going
After Cacciato to be an experiment in form which has been described as a foray into
magical realism (Freedman, 1); and The Things They Carried, finally, a confluence of

generic possibilities, arguably an expansion into a new balance between short story and
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novel Although I will not deal extensively with O'Brien's novels Northern Lights and
The Nuclear Age, 1 will demonstrate how the Vietnam experience is still central to those
works and how O'Brien incorporates themes from his other works into them.

Paul Fussell, in 7he Great War and Modern Memory, states that "[e]very war is ironic
because every war is worse than expected" (7).6 O'Brien's work belong to that of writers'
whose stories and novels confront the omnipresent absurdity and disconnectedness that
characterized America's longest war had for its participants, and for those at home who
tried to understand to what end the national leadership, across several generations of
politicians, plunged the country into its longest war. I will examine several of these
narratives using the same interpretive construct of innocence, experience, and
consideration, in order to place O'Brien's work within the sub-genre of Vietnam War
literature. Furthermore, the narratives I examine here belong to a number of generic
categories--conventional war novels, memoirs, experimental fiction of varying lengths--
and are meant to establish a basis for comparison with O'Brien's flexibility in operating
within different genres. I do not attempt exhaustive consideration of all the literary works
available. Although in the first decade following the end of the conflict the publishing
industry proved reluctant to underwrite literary interpretations of the war, in the past
decade the field has overflowed. It does not appear that the American public's appetite

will soon wane.7

Each war in American history has developed its own set of
iconographical apparatus and appropriated unique symbols as its remembrance is
mythologized by the popular consciousness. The works I discuss collectively reflect this
conscious tendency toward refohnulating a mythology of war and one will note the way a
number of emblematic images resonate throughout both fictional and non-fictional

accounts. 8

Hopefully my thesis might take understanding and recollection of the Vietnam War

into a new direction, particularly with regard to my evaluation of the emergence of the
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highly self-conscious "war story" in Vietnam war literature and especially in O'Brien, and
simultaneously resurrect the experience which O'Brien cautions us to continually keep
alive in our awareness. In this way, we might begin to answer Paul Berlin's persistent

inquiry in Going After Cacciato, "What happened, and what might have happened?" (27).

1. Biographical Background

Tim O'Brien was born in Austin, Minnesota on 1 October, 1946, and raised in the
town of Worthington, several hundreds miles west, in the southwestern part of the state.
He attended college in St. Paul at Macalester College, graduating summa cum laud in the
spring of 1968, when he received his induction notice.

Upon arrival in Vietnam in February 1969 (Warga, 3),9 O'Brien was assigned to the
23rd Division "Americal" (3rd Platoon, A Company, 5th Battalion 46th Infantry
Regiment, 198th Infantry Brigade 'Light'), headquartered in Chu Lai near the Batangan
peninsula in the northernmost zone of military operations. "I Corps," a designation
referring to the geographical military zone of operations and not to a specific
organizational unit and the 23rd Division's area of operations, was comprised principally
of Marine units which patrolled the demilitarized zone (DMZ) between North and South
Vietnam. Significantly, it was a company from the 11th Infantry Brigade, a sister brigade
to the 198th Infantry, which was responsible for the My Lai massacre which had occurred
on March 16, 1968 (Boettcher, 390-92). O'Brien acknowledges the awareness of soldiers
throughout his platoon of the events surrounding the atrocity of My Lai in /f I Die and
arguably sets his novel, Going After Cacciato, in 1968 in order to provide historical focus
on My Lai as well as Tet and concurrent actions (Griffith, 1) .

O'Brien was wounded by grenade fragments in the spring of 1969 near My Lai, was
awarded the Purple Heart and later assigned to coveted duty as an administrative clerk at
brigade headquarters for the duration of his tour. He returned to the United States in

March, 1970, and was discharged at Fort Lewis, Washington (Wilkie, 287).
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One of the central themes throughout his writing is intense scrutiny of his rationale in
going to Vietnam, given the alternatives of escape to Canada or even underground
resistance in the United States, a fate he ultimately invents for William Cowling, the main
character of his third novel, 7he Nuclear Age. 1t would appear that Stephen Nathanson's
explanation of young men willing to go to war, in the absence of compelling patriotic

rationales, might mesh with O'Brien's own explanations offered in /f I Die:

It is certainly true that military service is one way that patriotic people can show
concern for their nation and willingness to sacrifice on its behalf. Nonetheless, it
is a mistake to think that military service establishes that someone is a patriot.
Patriotism is not the only motive that leads people to military service. It is no
accident that military conscription is backed up by legal penalties. Some may
serve to simply avoid legal punishment, while others may fear the disapproval of
family or friends ... Patriotism is only one of many motivations for military service
(Nathanson, 135).

The tangled issue of O'Brien's decision to observe the dictates of his draft notice and
the painful internal debate he experienced are chronicled repeatedly throughout his
writing, though one must with deep caution assign biographical verity at each juncture10

In If I Die he informs us:

I did not want to be a soldier, not even an observer to war. But neither did I want
to upset a peculiar balance between the order I knew, the people I knew, and my
own private world. It was not just that I valued that order. I also feared its
opposite --inevitable chaos, censure, embarrassment, the end of everything that
had happened in my life, the end of it all (22).

Yet one must contrast his comments here with the ironic assertion by his narrator, Tim
O'Brien, in The Things They Carried that "I was a coward. I went to the war" (63). The
Nuclear Age consists of the recollections of a draft evader, whose chaotic and absurd
existence provides imaginative counterpoint to O'Brien's real life decision to capitulate to
the forces of "home town, friends, history, tradition, fear, confusion, exile" (If I Die, 66);
in Going After Cacciato he provides, through the voice of Paul Berlin across the round
imaginary negotiating table in Paris, perhaps the most eloquent expression available of the

complicated rationale to contradict his pacifist instincts and go to war. There, Berlin
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speaks of fear of exile and familial disenfranchisement in much the same language one
hears in If I Die; yet in this instance the rationale is given maturity by the recognition of

other external requirements:

I knew what I was getting into. I knew it might be unpleasant. And I made
promises with that full understanding. The promises were made freely ... My
obligation is to people, not to principle or politics or justice ... Peace of mind is not
a simple matter of pursuing one's own pleasure; rather, it is inextricably linked to
the attitudes of other human beings, to what they want, to what they expect. The
real issue is to find felicity within limits. Within the context of our obligations to
other people. We all want peace (285-86).

However we come to regard the comments made both directly by O'Brien in his
memoir or indirectly through the various personae of his more overtly fictional works
regarding his ultimate decision to go to Vietnam, what is inescapable is that his decision
paradoxically provided the impetus for his subsequent literary career. One might vainly
speculate what kind of writer O'Brien might have become in the absence of this grounding,
or whether he would have become a writer at all; it is perhaps safer to acknowledge the
sufficiency of that experience in shaping his artistic goals in the terms he himself provided
in a 1990 interview with Jeff Johnson in Minnesota Monthly. "Vietnam made me a writer;
I wouldn't have been a writer without it. The stories I remember before I go to bed at
night or dream about or recollect as I'm writing are in me, and I want to tell them, and
that's the reason [I return] to Vietnam. It's just that there are all these great stories to tell"
(41). In another interview, with erstwhile biographer Steven Kaplan, O'Brien voices his
acknowledgment even more strongly: "My concerns as a human being and my concerns
as an artist at some point intersected in Vietnam--not just in the physical place, but in the
spiritual and moral terrain of Vietnam" (101). The war became a locus of understanding,
and eventually a sievg for the writer's experiences; the grist of war and its attendant
miseries and joys provided the requisite tableaux for investigating the larger issues of
human nature which O'Brien engages throughout his work: courage, contending with

fear, love, loss, and the great healing powers of the imagination.
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After returning from Vietnam, O'Brien attended Harvard University as a graduate
degree in political science, interspersing course work with occasional internships and
eventually a leave of absence with the Washington Post as a national affairs reporter,
during which time he covered issues such as "a lot of Senate hearings, the first oil boycott,
some veterans' affairs" (McCaffrey, 263-64). He abandoned his journalistic and academic
endeavors in the spring of 1976, having produced both /f / Die and his first novel,
Northern Lights, in order to embark upon a full-time literary career (Wilkie, 287). One
should remember that originally O'Brien did not intend to become a writer. He notes in
the interview with McCaffrey regarding the conception of /f/ Die that "even then I wasn't
thinking of myself as a writer; I was writing in the sense that we all do it--in letters and
postcards" (264). Thus, his transformation mirrors, though in vital ways differently, his
parallel evolution into the role of a soldier: initially each self-definition was reluctant
(particularly the role of soldier), gradually accommodated ("With [the reading of T .E.
Lawrence's] The Mint I became a soldier, knew I was a soldier," If I Die, 34), and
eventually embraced ("I've always wanted to write good books. When you face a page in
the moming, you don't think about awards. You just think about sentences and story and
characters and themes --the book itself" (McCaffrey, 278). Yet with The Things They
Carried, published in 1990, his aesthetic vision expands to include a self-conscious
exploration of why and how one writes. Thus, by this point in his career, he has moved
from the unconscious stirrings of literary talent while in Vietnam to the fully cognizant
literary activity of examining, in the format, for example, of a story entitled "How to Tell a
True War Story," the very specific gravities and essences which underpin his specific blend
of historical reimagining (memory) and artistic creation (imagination).

O'Brien's career as writer substantially overcame the traditional obstacles associated
with authorship with the critical acceptance of his novel Going After Cacciato, the

National Book Award winner for fiction in 1979--an auspicious beginning considering the
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competition of John Irving's novel The World According to Garp and John Cheever's
Stories. To date, Cacciato has elicited greater critical attention than any of O'Brien's
other work, though analyses of 7he Things They Carried are beginning to appear with
increasing frequency and constitute a substantial portion of Vietnam critic Philip Beidler's
seminal study, Re-Writing America: Vietnam Authors in Their Generation (28-38). 1
O'Brien followed up Cacciato in 1985 with The Nuclear Age, which Beidler calls a book
about "what happened, but also in the same moment a book about what might have
happened, what could have happened, what should have happened, what may be kept
from happening, or what may yet be made to happen" (Lomperis, 87), in words highly
reminiscent of Paul Berlin's interrogation of fact in Going After Cacciato. His last major
work is the recent The Things They Carried, cited as one of the ten best books of 1990 by
the New York Time Book Review. Excerpts from a forthcoming novel have appeared in
Esquire ("Loon Point") and in Atlantic Monthly ("The People We Marry"). The novel,
tentatively titled The Secrets of Marriage, is expected to appear in fall, 1994. 12
- Superficially at least , these recent excerpts reflect a willingness to move away from
Vietnam as primary subject, yet the same themes of knowledge, weakness, and courage, as
well the appearance of the previously unexplored theme of magic, remain central. Perhaps
O'Brien's particularly respectful status vis-a-vis his fellow Vietnam writers is simply, in
part, attributable to his continuing productivity. He informed Steven Kaplan during an
interview, when originally asked about the timing of Kaplan's then projected full-length
study, that it was perhaps premature since O'Brien is still in the middle of his career
(Kaplan, 1991, 108). O'Brien is not yet finished with his own narrative. As Beidler notes,
*O'Brien continues to seek a fiction in which cultural memory and imaginative invention
would find a new domain of mythic alliance, a ground of original creation on which each
might most fully partake of the shaping and transforming power of the other. It is a fiction

in which the vision of the merely plausible continues to trace out other and better visions

of the newly possible" (Re-Writing America, 12).
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2. Literary Sub-Genre: Narrative Expressions of Vietnam

As much as any other single event which marked the emergence of Vietnam literature
as a significant, discernible category in American fiction, the 1985 conference of The Asia
Society, which O'Brien attended, commemorates the emergence of Vietnam War literature
as an object of worthwhile scholarship in its own right. Timothy Lomperis described the
charter of this conference as taking stock of the "Vietnam War literature and to assess its
influence on present and future American perceptions of Vietnam and Asia" (vii). "The
United States and Viet Nam: From War to Peace," a conference held at the University of
Notre Dame in South Bend, Indiana from 2-4 December 1993,13 reflected that same
objective while expanding, as part of an ongoing process, the scope of these gatherings of
the conflict's participants and students--issues such as the writing of Vietnamese poets and
novelists as well as the cinematography which continues to emerge received prominent
articulation-- and reveal an abiding endurance of this subject in a culture still grappling
with the lessons of the war. While the conferences did not limit themselves to
investigations of literary value, they clearly provided a forum for discussing the divergent
approaches to recording the war. Session titles from the Asia Society conference testify
to the salience of literary concerns: "Combat Literature," "Fact and Fiction in the
Literature," and "The Role of Literature in Understanding the War."

At the Notre Dame conference several papers reflected the sustained significance of
O'Brien's work. Under the suggestive session title "Truth-Telling: Fact/Fiction," there
was both a panel which explored the troubling fictive element in [f ] Die ("Writing and the
Viet Nam Experience: Where is the Line Between Non-Fiction and Fiction?" by Wilbur
Scott), as well as a paper which argued that "through his narratives, Tim O'Brien invites us
to consider the complex reality exposed by the stories we tell--the reality we must face as

individuals and as a nation if we ever hope to understand and reconcile this experience"

10
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11

(Bowie, 1). What, though, does this persistent attention to the lessons conveyed by the
fiction of the period suggest? Does it mark the continued relevance of American society's
attempt to finally come to terms with the experience, or contrarily, as Leon Muse argues
in "A Statute of Limitations: Recent American Writings on the Vietnam War," is it
possible that the salient consideration "about Vietnam War popular culture today is its
passing--the TV shows are cancelled, after a flood the movies have dried up, the memoirs
and novels are once again a trickle, and those interested in the War [constitute] a
consuming minority" (96)?

One premise of the present study is that the importance of Vietnam literary studies is
increasing, not declining, and its persistent relevance relates precisely to a cultural
preoccupation lingering unresolved issues still causing national discomfort; there is, in
other words, an ongoing implicit critique of the process of American mythic self-
definition. That yearning for self-definition achieves sharp focus in the narratives inspired
by the war and continues to emerge in the form of the enduring popularity of Vietnam as a
subject in university classrooms. In "Vietnam 101: The Lessons of the War Have
Reached America's Classrooms," Karen Franklin reports that "Since 1980, some 350
courses on the history of the war have appeared on campuses around the country" and
that "the recent interest in Vietnam that has cut across popular culture indicates that those
numbers can only grow" (20). There are at least two major collections of Vietnam War
materials now in university libraries, the most acclaimed repository at Colorado State
University. Another, at La Salle University in Philadelphia, specifically showcases the
fiction which emerged from the war. In his assessment of the two collections, as well as
those which recently became accessible through the National Archives in Washington,
D.C.,"The History of the Vietnam War on Microfiche" (editor Douglas Pike) and the John
M. Nichols Collection at Cornell, John Baky recently singled out the La Salle collection as
"a resource that allows the researcher to discover in a vast literature .. certain persistent

images, recurring ideological perceptions, and [the source of] factual distortions" (16).
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Baky reserves special praise for the sub-collection "Imaginative Representations of the
Vietnam War Collection," part of the La Salle archives, which "provides hundreds of texts
that reveal by way of comparative readings how a 'non-fiction' narrative becomes fiction
(and vice versa) as the narrator refracts the recalled 'event' through the lens of his
imagination and memory," a locus of analysis particularly germane to O'Brien's work and
the present study.

Certainly, what this critical acknowledgment indicates is the presence of an already
existing and fairly clearly defined domain which might be recognized as a distinct sub-
genre of American fiction. Furthermore, as Robert Butko elaborates in his 1992
dissertation, "Vietnam fiction may be seen as a type of sub-genre due to the reshaping of
old conventions of war literature and the invention of new ones" (1). By reviewing a
handful of narratives which are rooted in the war, I hope to reveal that rather than the
academic preoccupation of a small group of literary aficionados, these works do in fact
define the boundaries of a distinctive "sub-genre," as Butko argues, in which the principal
shared characteristic is the self-conscious use of the "war story" as a rhetorical and even
historical methodology for retrieving war experience. In reading the narratives of
Vietnam, we too attempt to know our own selves, even risk guilt for the events described,
and participate directly in the ongoing historical engagement of reconstituting the war in
American consciousness.

Where one sets the origins of a distinctive Vietnam conflict literature by Americans
depends in large part on how one dates the evolution of American involvement in
Vietnam. Through the structural blueprint of innocence, experience, and consideration, I
will trace the way in which a variety of fictive and non-fictional accounts describe and
interpret our involvement and seek to address that delineation directly. Within this
framework, the category of "innocence" pertains to depictions of soldiers and others who
would become involved in a state prior to actual combat, or, as in the case of The Quiet

American, in a period of precipitant conflict. The category of "experience" relates to
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those narratives dealing with the actuality of combat. "Aftermath," or "consideration,"
applies to narratives which focus on the experience of the soldier or participant following
his or her experience "in country," in the midst of the attempt to achieve some form of
reconciliation with the combat event. Thus, though these divisions might constitute
artificial delineations, they correspond quite aptly both to the trajectory of phases of
individual experience of the war while they simultaneously mirror a larger discernible
context for studying the narratives. As Tobey Herzog suggests, "the best war stories,
fiction and nonfiction, contain important lessons about the war--if readers pay attention"
(2), and the thematic contexts of innocence, experience, and consideration provide means

of "facilitating, understanding and evaluating the Vietnam narratives" (58-59).

Narratives of "Innocence"

Wherever one begins chronologically, the reader should pay particular attention to
the problems of discriminating between attempts at "realistic" or "straight" historical
recapitulation and experimental works which privilege imaginative renderings; in other
words, one should keep intact an image of a continuum from direct historical
recapitulation to extreme forms of artistic interpretation by imaginative reshaping.
Graham Greene's The Quiet American, for example, embodies both the quality of fictional
abstraction and a nearly prophetic sensibility regarding the imminent escalation of
American military and political activity in South Vietnam during the winding down of
French activity following the ignominious capitulation of French forces at Dienbienphu on
7 May 1954 (Karnow, 198). Bill Ehrhart, a respected poet and essayist on Vietnam in his
own right, defines The Quiet American as "undoubtedly the most remarkable book ever
written about the war. That an English journalist could see so clearly and dispassionately
the whole terrible disaster into which the United States even then was so energetically and

blindly hurling itself is only slightly less amazing than the fact that no one who mattered
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paid the slightest attention to Greene's warning" ("Teaching the Vietnam War," 145).
What Greene's work so tellingly depicts is the innocent and perhaps self-deceptive
American belief in the efficacy of the newly created the "Third Force," 14 which would
come to vindicate western colonialist interest in the face of French defeat. Alden Pyle, the
ultimate representative of the presumably saving grace of American involvement, provides
tragic foil to the seasoned experience of a British journalist, Fowler, who early notes the

lurking dangers of naievté with regard to the internecine rivalries raging in Vietnam:

Why does one want to tease the innocent? Perhaps only ten days ago [Pyle] had
been walking across the Common in Boston, his arms full of the books he had
been reading in advance on the Far East and the problems of China. He didn't
even hear what I said; he was absorbed in the dilemmas of Democracy and the
responsibilities of the West; he was determined--I learnt that very soon--to do no
good, not to any individual person but to a country, a continent, a world (18).

Predictably, Pyle disregards the sage counsel of his wise and then-uncommitted
journalist counterpart, plunging pell-mell into the plots and intrigues which later would
characterize American covert activity. Despite Greene's seemingly innocuous disclaimer,
that "this is a story and not a piece of history ... about a few imaginary characters," (post
title page) it in fact provides a hauntingly prescient forecast of America's deepening
involvement. ! Charles de Gaulle would almost contemporaneously warn Dwight
Eisenhower, to little avail, of the inextricability of involvement in Indochina (Boettcher,
219).

Pyle's enthusiastic innocence perhaps partially stimulated the characterization of Billy
Pilgrim in Kurt Vonnegut's Slaughterhouse-Five, or Children’s Crusade. Pilgrim's
seemingly archetypal withdrawal from the mundane reality of immersion in war recall
Pyle's stubborn refusal to confront the reality of his experience. Like Greene, Vonnegut
teasingly resists the allure of presenting his work as straight historical fact, despite the
author's own presence in Dresden during the massive firebombing raids of February, 1945:

"All this happened, more or less. The war parts, anyway, are pretty much true" (1). Yet
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important differences come to light. Pyle's self-confidence as The Quiet American belies a
lack of self-reflective insight, "impregnably armored by his good intentions and his
ignorance" (163). Ultimately these intentions disintegrate when faced with the reality of
failed objectives, which present the opportunist with new and ever more dangerous
objectives in order to prove the worth of the "third force" plan. Fowler becomes
infuriated, impotently, against the seeming impenetrability of Pyle's naive but implacable
dedication. Lack of historical perspective is precisely the locus of the American's
innocence, an innocence which provokes Fowler, already witness to decadés of
interventionist folly, to an unproductive verbal ambush, wherein he ironically finds himself
portraying his own experience as that of the aborigine European with yet more child-like

Asians:

[Pyle:] 'At least they won't hate us like they hate the French.'

[Fowler:] 'Are you sure? Sometimes we have a kind of love for our enemies and
sometimes we feel hate for our friends.'

'You talk like a European, Thomas. These people aren't complicated ...'

'Find me an uncomplicated child, Pyle. When we are young we are a jungle of
complications. We simplify as we get older.' But what good was it to talk to him?
There was an unreality in both our arguments (176).

What lesson which finally arises from Pyle's involvement is acutely revealed to the
reader but equally acutely lost on Pyle. Though he views Fowler with the jaundiced eye of
romantic competition with regard toward their common love, Phuong, Pyle displaces
Fowler as the new representative of western interests in Vietnam. Certainly, Pyle is an
innocent wreaking havoc in a land uninnocent of the ravages of war. Perhaps the most
troubling legacy of Greene's book, in fact, is its premonitory quality ... and the degree to
which readers of fiction and optimistic implementers of foreign policy alike disregarded
the lessons it offered for non-intervention. As Peter MclInerney noted, "The Quiet
American is a sort of history, a fiction of the actual past and the real future, a 'story in the

place of 'history™ (187). With so much of the history still to be written in 1955, let alone
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created, when The Quiet American first appeared, the irony of the American impetus for

military involvement proves that much more poignant.

By 1965, the momentum of American activity had launched a dramatic increase of
ground troop commitments in response to what was construed as a tightly orchestrated
series of North Vietnamese aggressions. The most significant American response was the
Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, the "blunt instrument" of diplomacy which William Bundy, one
of Lyndon Johnson's national security advisors, formulated as a means to both quell
domestic anxiety toward mounting southeast Asian turmoil and providential linchpin for
justifying the introduction of American ground forces (Karnow, 360-63). In March, 1965,
the Marines landed the greater part of a regiment on beachheads around Danang. Shortly
after, the First Infantry Division, First Air Cavalry Division (Air Assault), and 173rd
Airborne Brigade of the Army arrived in country, followed by a succession of U.S. ground
units. Among those present, and certainly innocent to the full meaning of his impending
experience, Philip Caputo arrived on 8 March, part of the 9th Marine Expeditionary Force.
His primary work dealing with this early period, A Rumor of War, typically described as a
straightforward memoir, occasionally suggests a more overtly literary intent. Caputo's
justification for going to Vietnam epitomizes the expression of idealistic, innocent
ambition which characterized not only the attitude of soldiers committed early to the war,
but also the early experiences of soldiers once committed, such as the internalization by
Caputo of a more mature ideological conception of the war as articulated by the national

leaders of the time:

War is always attractive to young men who know nothing about it, but we had also
been seduced into uniform by Kennedy's challenge to 'ask what you can do for
your country' and the military idealism he had awakened in us. America seemed
omnipotent then: the country could still claim it never lost a war, and we believed
we were ordained to play cop to the Communists' robber and spread our own faith
around the world ... We kept the packs and rifles; the convictions, we lost (xii).
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Caputo's early presence and ensuing disillusionment, as swift as it was profound,
provides a unique testament to the cost of failed intentions. Like Ron Kovic, whose
memoir of the same period reflects the simultaneous absorption in and demystification of
the American warrior mystique, Born on the Fourth of July, Caputo's remembrance
signifies a painful confrontation with the meaninglessness and directionlessness of the
American effort from its ill-fated inception. Schooled in the hard lessons of military
lifestyle, he informs us: "At the age of twenty-four, I was more prepared for death than I
was for life. My first experience of the world outside the classroom had been war" (3);
perhaps most notable was Caputo's insistence to return and witness firsthand the final
outcome of the American misadventure. As he notes at memoir's end, standing shoulder
to shoulder a month beyond ten year's personal involvement there, he recounts his
realization that for all its participants the war engendered a sense of dislocative awareness:
" .. the men who belonged [to the 9th Expeditionary Brigade] seemed a good deal more
cynical than we who had belonged to it ten years before. The marine looked at the faint
blue line marking the Vietnamese coast and said, 'Well, that's one country we don't have to
give billions of dollars to anymore™ (345).

What Caputo's memoir most tellingly commemorates, however, is the undiluted
expectation, forged in an innocence of war, of national interest and self-preservation.
After all, his idealism falls hard and heavy after landfall. Most ironic, perhaps, was his
assignment as "The Officer in Charge of the Dead." Then, as a staff officer routinely
processing the unit's body counts, Caputo confronted the immediacy of personal danger--

the ubiquity of personal vulnerability:

I saw [the American soldier] as Lemmon had described him, lying on his back with
the big bloody hole in his side. I imagined that his face must have looked like the
faces of the dead Viet Cong I had seen the month before ... That is when I felt for
the first time ... the slimy, hollow-cold fear that is the fear of death; the image of
Sullivan's dead face had suddenly changed into an image of my own. That could
be me someday, I thought. I might look like him. If it happened to him, there's no
reason it can't happen to me (161-62).
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As we come to see him here, and in the convoluted aftermath of his involvement in the
death of innocent Vietnamese, Caputo can no longer be perceived as the innocent victim-
warrior, pursuing the greater good of national defense. Instead, his actions and his image
are tainted, his sense of purpose increasingly diluted if not in fact subverted by the
questionable legitimacy of his own role, and his commitment inevitably poisoned by the
growing conflict he experiences. Though the memoir so poignantly depicts the form of
idealistic embrace early acceptance of the war took, it as clearly delineates the collapse of
that innocent belief in the inherent superiority of American intentions. In that sense, this
work speaks as eloquently to the corrosive effects of participation and experience as it

does to the failing ideal vision, perhaps the war's earliest casualty.

If A Rumor of War evokes the unbridled confidence of the soldier uninitiated in the
rituals of combat, the novel /n Country provides a contrasting example of the relative
innocence of hometown Americans, particularly as revealed through the character
Samantha, the niece of Emmett, a troubled veteran grappling with the likelihood that he
suffers from exposure to Agent Orange. Part of what makes the exploration of In Country

16 and as such must herself be

so compelling is that the author never served in Vietnam,
considered a permanent innocent to the war, like Samantha, who seeks to understand the
war and connect emotionally with her father who died in combat there. The question
Mason confronts the reader and veteran alike with is whether we are not all in some sense
direct veterans of the war. Like Samantha, as the American public's awareness of the war
grew from a numb generalizéd consciousness into the full and intense awareness of its
devastation, even the noncombatants must somehow make order out of the experience and
mediate the pain and anomie of those veterans in our lives who continue to suffer from the
war. Though the novel serves as an exemplary platform for examining the expression of

an uninitiated, or innocent, stance to the war, I will later deal with it from the perspective

of aftermath, focusing on the characterization of Emmett. Just as O'Brien's works do not



neal
Wy

whig

the

more

SN
unl;
lake
e
CO.’T}:
boug
Ff}l/!!‘

Qigy



19

neatly conform to any preconceived critical structure, the best novels of Vietnam, and I
would include /n Country among them, similarly profit by suggesting multiple angles from
which to explore the themes of the war.
In "Men, Women, and Vietnam," Milton Bates determines that by electing to adopt

the perspective of a teenage girl, Sam, Bobbie Ann Mason "cannot realistically venture a
more mature critique of the War or sexual roles. Why inflict such a handicap on one's
narrative? Very likely, Mason was simply respecting the limits of her experience" (29).
The underlying question Bates raises, perhaps inadvertently, is whether any non-
combatant's experience can serve as a legitimate funnel for coming to terms with the
horrors witnessed by those "in country." Mason goes a long way in answering this
question, however, and I would argue that her use of a teenage narrative perspective
encourages rather than inhibits the pursuit of an answer . At one point, Sam confronts her
uncle, with whom she shares a house while trying to sort out the direction she wants to
take with her life as her high school years conclude. She is bewildered by Emmett's
eccentric behavior: his refusal to seriously seek long-term employment, his lack of female
companionship, his growing preoccupation with digging a trench around the base of the
house (a theme which appears in other post-Vietnam novels, as well--in Caputo's Indian
Country, Chris Starkman constructs a self-contained fortress in his self-imposed exile from
society. In O'Brien's The Nuclear Age, the main character William Cowling, though not a
veteran, exhibits a similarly irrepressible need to dig, in this case a bomb shelter, arguably
to protect him from the social censure of refusal to participate in Vietnam), and most
importantly, his persistent denial of the possible health consequences of his exposure to
Agent Orange. Borne of her drive to understand his inscrutable posture of indifference,
Sam commits herself to uncovering the nature of that combat experience in order to better
assist Emmett on his own road to recovery. In response to her probing, at one point
Emmett closes off her inquiry by pointing out her own lack of participation,

encompassing in his indictment of her inexperience the lack of participation of females
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generally: ""Women weren't over there ... So they can't really understand™; Sam refuses to
submit to his emotional evasion, however, retorting that Emmett's old girlfriend, Anita,
"knows a nurse at the hospital who was over there. Anita could understand what you're
talking about" (107).

Later, during a dance put together by the veterans to finally commemorate the
contribution made by veterans of the war, Anita explains her own "Vietnam story" to Sam,
a story Milton Bates claims closely matches Mason's own personal experiences. She

describes being on a bus traveling to Bowling Green, Kentucky:

"... some boys got on at Fort Campbell. They were in soldiers' uniforms, with
those baggy green pants and black boots like Pete's got on. One of them sat
across from me and talked with me. I was reading a book of poetry. This boy
tried to read it over my shoulder, and he told me he liked poetry. Well, that really
impressed me, because how many guys will read a poem? ... And then he told me
that he was shipping out to Vietnam the next day. All of them were. And that
really got me. I thought--why, he could go over there and die! It just really
bothered me. I never knew who he was or if he came back alive ... for years I
thought--that was my Vietnam experience" (115-16, Mason's emphasis).

Anita's description of her encounter on the bus not only provides a moving
counterpoint to Emmett's assertion that women can't understand the war, but illustrates
the way in which the war's effect became gradually universalized. Certainly, there is a
considerable gap between the recognition by Anita that strangers on a bus might soon be
exposed to unimaginable dangers and Emmett's own lived experience of those dangers;
but in order to eventually effect a reconciliation both with himself and with those around
him who can only guess at his traumas, Sam realizes that he in turn must become aware of
the way the war's effect was not reserved for the combatants--everyone experienced
Vietnam to some degree.

Ultimately, Sam tries harder and harder to see into Emmett's troubled world, even
attempting to replicate the experience of being in the bush so that he will finally share the
inner turmoil with her, and thus put it to rest. Mason employs language which reveals the

ways in which Sam's world increasingly resembles the dangerous mine-laced footpaths and
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enemy-infested jungles of Vietnam,; this language reaches a cathartic crescendo when she
moves into the swamp for her self-imposed initiation: "The jungle was closing in [on
Sam], and even the maple trees on Maple Street seemed as though they might be hiding
snipers ... Sam had been feeling that if she didn't watch her step, her whole life could be
ruined by some mischance, some stupid surprise, like sniper fire" (184). She deeply senses
her lack of combat experience, and in a moment of anger tells Emmett, anticipating her
later foray into the woods, "'That's [watching television] not the same as seeing something
for yourself'," in saying so placing a premium on the importance of being there. Finally,
alone amid the sounds and smells of the forest, the closest approximation she can achieve
in her quest for experience, she confronts the elusive issue of her own relationship to
Emmett, to her dead father, and to Tom, a veteran with whom she nearly has a romance
but whose combat experiences distance him too much to permit the delicate dangers of
intimacy:
That rotting corpse her dad had found invaded her mind --those banana leaves,
reeking sweetly. She knew that whenever she had tried to imagine Vietnam she
had her facts all wrong ... Rice paddies weren't real to her. She thought of tanks
knocking the jungle and tigers sitting under bushes. Her notions came from the
movies. Some vets blamed what they did on the horror of the jungle. What did

the jungle do to them? Humping the boonies. Here I am, she thought. In country
(210).

Despite her brave attempt, however, Sam recognizes the limits of her own experience,
and the degree to which she can imagine being in Vietnam. She briefly reflects on the
immediate threat of being vulnerable to rape while alone in the woods, "It would be like
that scene in Apocalypse Now where the soldiers met a tiger, the last thing they expected
in a guerilla-infested jungle" (217). Emmett tracks her down, scolds her for the lunacy of
her actions, and then engages in an emotion-charged confrontation in which he finally
seems to open his pain to her, but with one last desperate retreat of hope that she might
ever truly learn the nature of his experience: "'You can't learn from the past. The main

thing you learn from history is that you can't learn from history. That's what history is ...
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There are some things you can never figure out™ (226). Emmett's closing remarks, though
spoken in a moment when he at last allows Sam to realize the depth of his sorrow and
anger, simultaneously acts to exclude her finally from the lessons that experience offers, if
any lesson at all. Still, as Thomas Myers argues in Walking Point: American Narratives
of Vietnam, though "Sam's mission does not fully replicate the lost war she seeks ... like
Paul Berlin, she discovers the limits of the imagination;" her attempt to live the reality of
Vietnam "does produce an emotional catharsis for Emmett," thus beginning the slow and
difficult self-recovery which "engenders expiation and understanding ... [and] begins to
write a meaningful peace" for both Sam and Emmett (224).

Mason concludes /n Country by establishing a frame with the novel's opening scene, in
which Sam, Emmett, and her grandmother are driving to Washington, D.C. to visit the
Vietnam Veterans' Memorial. Just as the bus ride with Vietnam-bound G.1.s is rooted in
the author's private experience, the passages surrounding the pilgrimage to the Wall also
grew out of Mason's personal encounter. In an interview she explained that after her visit,

"I knew then that Vietnam was my story too, and it was every American's story" (quoted
in Herzog, Innocence Lost, 200). I7 What never becomes conclusively articulated within
the book itself is the author's own ironic position toward the accessibility of the experience
she permits Sam to pursue so obsessively. Her indeterminacy provides a more
compassionate response than one which might neatly, painlessly, sweep up the remains of
a vet's uneasy memory. Instead, Mason engages the reader in an ultimately unresolved
dialogue; she does so, however, in a way which extends the dialogue to non-participants
and combatants alike. In the end, Mason successfully deconstructs the way in which "in
country" typically refers to Vietnam, demonstrating how it applies equally well to the
persistence of the war on Main Street. The core of ambiguity in /n Country signals the
complexity of reintegrating veterans, particularly those from Vietnam, back into society.

It is an issue still awaiting satisfactory resolution.
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Narratives of Experience

I use innocence here to describe a state in which soldiers' attitudes toward their
impending or ongoing experience consist of complex expectations rooted in the hope of
ratifying in Vietnam the tenets of the American warrior myth; in this sense, innocence
takes many forms, from the anticipation of acting out the "John Wayne syndrome" to
Caputo's desire to answer John F. Kennedy's call to stop communist aggression at
whatever cost. Between innocence and experience lies a formidable gap, characterized by
the shattering of illusions and an attempt to understand and derive order from the burden
of the true, lived experience which veterans encountered. It is, in another sense, the gap
between Alden Pyle's naive belief that he could justify the death of innocents in order to
impose a transcendent American peace, and the deeper realization suggested by Paul
Fussell that "every war is worse than [originally] expected" (Fussell, 7). Yet because the
war lasted so long, and because the reality of life in country differed so dramatically
among soldiers and journalists, narrative expressions of those experiences predictably
reflect that diversity. Arguably, the most extreme exposure to the war, in which soldiers
engaged in the extreme intensity of close fighting, proved to be the reality for a minority of
participants; for all the line soldiers walking search and destroy missions (later search and
clear missions, an unconvincing euphemistic improvement directed by General William
Westmoreland),l 8 the vast majority of American troops in country saw the war from the
relative safety of firebases situated amid vast defensive networks or from the urban
comfort of Saigon, Bien Hoa, Vung Tau, and other rear echelon encampments. In
Working Class Army, Christian Appy claims that in "1967-68, when U.S. ground
offensives were at a peak, less than 1 percent of American combat patrols resulted in
contact with the enemy," ostensibly reducing the significance of even those who were
most in harm's way (163). 19 None of this necessarily invalidates the way in which

experience in country still undermined the expectations of soldiers arriving there for duty;
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one need only be in one mortar attack or close firefight to begin asking difficult questions
concerning one's existence in a combat zone. As the years wore on, more and more
participants began asking these questions, and the novels, memoirs, and other non-fictional
accounts are replete with the detailed consideration given to trying to reconcile lofty
government statements justifying American involvement with the seemingly gratuitous
violence, often imposed without discernible military objectives, which increasingly
characterized the tempo of operations (Appy, 226-27). As Appy reports, "soldiers drew
together around the shared assumption that the war itself had no meaningful purpose, that
the only meaning was located in the collective unity necessary to survive" (242).

Perhaps the most striking feature evident from accounts of time spent in Vietnam, in
whatever medium they are expressed, is the unique language which developed, in what
seems a collective attempt to wrest the absurdity of the war away by forcing it to conform
to a speech which reflected the chaos and violence. Writers consistently seem to contest
Yon Yonson's decree in Slaughterhouse-Five that "there is nothing intelligent to say about
a massacre. Everyone is supposed to be dead, to never say anything or want anything ever
again" (19). Yet they are not immune, any more than Vonnegut and his surrogate
Yonson, from a Trafalmadorian observation: "Earthlings are the great explainers,
explaining why this event is structured as it is, telling how other events may be achieved or
avoided" (85). Michael Herr's Dispatches speaks fluently the soldier's argot of
disenchantment, its rhythms modulating the alternating ebb and flow of battle, intense
boredom punctuated by the inexpressible thrill of a sudden firefight in the bush.
Meditations in Green, by Stephen Wright, taps into the same frenetic vernacular unique to
Vietnam, language in which the enemy are gooks, zipperheads, slopes, or in moments of
charitable respect, Uncle Ho or Mister Charlie. It is a language which bristles with the
jargon of a newfound technological prowess: all the new and ever more efficient ways of
killing require their own peculiar linguistic proficiency. Similarly, there emerges a dark

and convoluted humor, a pathos of disturbing revelation, which desperately attempts to
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convey the depth of experiential carnage. In 7he Short-Timers, by Gustav Hasford,
language disintegrates step by step with the gradual dehumanization of the soldiers to
refract a world in which only evil and death return clear, intelligible images. These works
from in country parallel stateside trends toward the adoption of a new, "hip" vernacular to
convey the credo of a society increasingly at odds with its political leadership and the
imperatives of an unpopular war. Rock and roll music provides one idiom in which
America's young and disillusioned might congregate, subvert the establishment through
hidden motifs in lyrics, and envision some kind of society beyond the war and pursue
ethical redemption. Expression of distaste for the war's direction explodes across a
number of social registers: clothing, hairstyle, and counter-cultural activities such as
increasing drug use all denote persistent attempts to define an alternative reality to the
war's reductive Cold War logic. The war spawns new forms of expression to match the
growing incompatibility in the public mind of the statement of the war's aims with the
unvalorous representations of the life in Vietnam voiced increasingly by veterans and the
media. Each writer struggles to reconcile the inevitability of war; like Billy Pilgrim, they
wonder ""How the inhabitants of a whole planet can live in peace! As you know, I am
from a planet that has been engaged in senseless slaughter since the beginning of time ...
So tell me [Billy asks the Trafalmadorians,] the secret so I can take it back to earth and
save us all. How can a planet live at peace?" (116). Contrary to the advice Billy's hosts
give him about wars, that "'[t]here isn't anything we can do about them, so we simply don't
look at them. We ignore them™ (117), these writers choose to scrutinize their
experiences, fulfilling what O'Brien in If I Die suggests is the foot soldier's only real

recourse:

Do dreams offer lessons? Do nightmares have themes, do we awaken and analyze
them and live our lives and advise others as a result? Can the foot soldier teach
anything important about war, merely for having been there? I think not. He can
tell war stories (23).
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If the state of innocence with respect to war can be characterized by the apprehension
of a warrior mythology in which Americans arrived in Vietnam with sometimes vague
expectations of establishing democracy,20 Hasford's The Short-Timers provides one of the
clearest demarcations of how that innocence runs aground against the shattering
dismemberment combat experience exerts, and details how Marines w<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>