Vietnam War

Abstract

The battle over what kind of aesthetic style best represents the Vietnam War
was, quite obviously, a battle of the discourse of the war itself. In striving for an
‘apolitical’ memorial, the veterans of the VVMF had attempted to separate the
memorial, itself a contested narrative, from the contested narratives of the war,
ultimately an impossible task. The memorial could not be a neutral site precisely
because of the divisive effects of the Vietnam War. Later, Maya Lin noted the
strange appropriateness of the two memorials: ‘In a funny sense the compromise
brings the memorial closer to the truth. What is also memorialized is that people
still cannot resolve that war, nor can they separate issues, the politics, from it’ 15
However, after Lin’s memorial had actually been constructed, the debate about
aesthetics and remembrance surrounding its design simply disappeared. The contro-
versy was eclipsed by a national discourse on remembrance and healing. The
experience of viewing Lin’s work was so powerful for the general public that
criticism of its design vanished.

The Vietnam veteran: the perennial soldier

The incommunicability of the experience of the Vietnam veterans has been a
primary narrative in Vietnam War representation. This silence has been depicted
as a consequence of an inconceivable kind of war, one that fit no prior images
of war, one that the American public would refuse to believe. The importance of
the Vietnam Veterans memorial lies in-its:communicability, which in effect has
mollified the incommunicability of the veterans’ experience.

Though the Vietnam Veterans Memorial most obviously pays tribute to the
memory of those who died during the war, it is a central icon for the veterans.
[t has been noted that the memorial has given them a place — one that recognizes
their identities, a place at which to congregate and from which to speak. Vietnam
veterans haunt the memorial, often coming at night after the crowds have dispersed.
Many veterans regard the wall as a site where they visit their memories. Hence,
the memorial is as much about survival as it is about mourning the dead. The
construction of an identity for the veterans has become the most conspicuous and
persistent narrative of the memorial. The central theme of this narrative is the
veterans’ initial marginalization, before the memorial’s construction ~generated
discussion about them. L

Unlike the Second World War veterans, Vietnam veterans did not arrive home
en masse for a celebration. Some of the most difficult stories of the veterans’ expe-
rience are about their mistreatment upon their return, and these incidents serve
as icons for the extended alienation and mistreatment felt by the veterans. Many
veterans ended up in underfunded and poorly staffed Veterans’ Administration
Hospitals. They were expected to put their war experiences behind them and to
assimilate quickly back into society. That many were unable to do so further exac-
erbated their marginalization — they were labeled social misfits and stereotyped as
potentially dangerous men liable to erupt violently at any moment.

The scapegoating of the veteran as a psychopath absolved the American public
of complicity and allowed the narrative of American military power to stand.
Implied within these conflicting narratives is the question of whether or not the



veterans are to be perceived as victims or complicit with the war. Peter Marin
writes, ‘Vets are in an ambiguous situation — they were the agents and victims of
a particular kind of violence. That is the source of a pain that almost no one else
can understand’."® [ronically, their stigma has resulted in many Vietnam veterans’
assumption of hybrid roles; they are both, yet neither, soldiers and civilians.

Although the marginalization of the Vietnam veterans has been acknowledged
in the current discourse of healing and forgiveness about the war, within the
veterans’ community another group has struggled against an imposed silence:
the women veterans. Eight women military nurses were killed in Vietnam and
memorialized on the wall. It is estimated that 11,500 women, half of whom were
civilians and many of whom were nurses, served in Vietnam and that 265,000
women served in the military during the time period of the Vietham War. The
experience of the women who served in Vietnam was equally affected by the differ-
ence of the war: an unusually large proportion of them, three-quarters, were
exposed to hostile fire. Upon their return, they were not only subject to post-
traumatic stress like the male veterans but they were also excluded from the
veteran community. Many have since revealed how they kept their war experi-
ence a secret, not telling even their husbands about their time in Vietnam.

These women veterans were thus doubly displaced, unable to speak as veterans
or as women. In response, several women veterans began raising funds for their
own memorial, and in November 1993, the Vietham Women’s Memorial was
-dedicated near the Vietnam Veterans Memorial. The statue, which was designed
by Glenna Goodacre, depicts three uniformed women with a ‘wounded soldier
The two women who direct the VWMP, Diane Carlson Evans and Donna Marie
Boulay, say that it is Hart’s depiction of three men who make the absence of
women so visible, and that they would not have initiated the project had Lin’s
memorial stood alone. Says Evans, ‘The wall in itself was enough, but when they
added the men it became necessary to add women to complete the memorial’."”
Hence, the singular narrative of Hart’s realist depiction is one of both inclusion
and exclusion.

One could argue that the widespread discourse of healing around the original
memorial led women veterans to speak of their memorial as the beginning rather
than the culmination of a healing process. Yet the radical message of commemo-
rating women in war is undercut by the conventionality of the statue itself. A
contemporary version of the Pieta, the statue presents one woman nurse heroically
holding the body of a wounded soldier, one searching the sky for help, and one
looking forlornly at the ground. Benjamin Forgery, who called this memorial
in the Washington Post ‘one monument too many’, has criticized the women’s
memorial for cluttering up the landscape with ‘blatheringly sentimental sculp-
ture’. He wrote that the sculptor’s ‘ambition is sabotaged by the subject and
the artist’s limited talent — compared with Michelangelo’s Christ figure, this GI is
as stiff as a board. The result is more like an awkward still from a M*A*S*H
episode’.'®

The decision to build the women’s memorial was not about aesthetics (except
in so far as it reaffirms the representational aesthetic of Hart’s statue) but
about recognition and inclusion. However, by reinscribing the archetypal image of
woman as caretaker, one that foregrounds the male veteran’s body, the memorial
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reiterates the main obstacle to healing that women veterans face in recognizing
their needs as veterans. Writes Laura Palmer, ‘After all, these women had degrees
in putting the needs of others before their own’."”

The difficulty of adequately and appropriately memorializing the women
veterans falls within the larger issue of masculine identity in the Vietnam War.
The Vietnam War is depicted as an event in which American masculinity was irre-
trievably damaged, and the rehabilitation of the Vietnam veteran is thus also a
reinscription of American masculinity. This has also taken the form of re-enacting
the war at the memorial itself, through the Veterans’ Vigil of Honor, which keeps
watch there, and the ‘battles’ over its construction and maintenance. As a form
of re-enactment, this conflation of the memorial and the war is a ritual of healing,
although one that appears to be stuck in its ongoing replay, with a resistance to
moving beyond narratives of the war. For the men of the Veterans’ Vigil, only
the war can provide meaning. In refighting that war every day, they are also rein-
scribing narratives of heroism and sacrifice. But, for others, there is a powerful
kind of closure at the memorial. The one story for which the memorial appears
to offer resolution is that of the shame felt by veterans for having fought in an
unpopular war, a story that is their primary battle with history.

The memorial as a shrine

‘The Vietnam Veterans Memorial has been the subject of an extraordinary
outpouring of emotion since it was built. Over 150,000 people attended its dedi-
cation ceremony and some days as many as 20,000 people walk by its walls. It is
presently the most visited site on the Washington Mall with an estimated 22 to
30 million visitors. People bring personal artifacts to leave at the wall as offer-
ings, and coffee-table photography books document the experiences of visitors as
a collective recovery from the war. It has also spawned the design or construc-
tion of at least 150 other memorials, including the Korean War Veterans Memorial,
which was dedicated in July 1995.

The rush to embrace the memorial as a cultural symbol reveals not only the
relief of voicing a history that has been taboo but also a desire to reinscribe that
hjstory The black granite walls of the memorial act as a screen for myriad cultural
projections; it is easily appropriated for a variety of interpretations of the war and
of the experience of those who died in it. To the veterans, th& wall makes amends
for their treatment since the war; to the families and friends of those who died,
it officially recognizes their sorrow and validates a grief that was not previously
sanctioned; to others, it is either a profound antiwar statement or an opportunity
to recast the narrative of the war in terms of honor and sacrifice.

The memorial’s popularity must thus be seen in the context of a very
active scripting and rescripting of the war and as an integral component in the
recently emerged Vietnam War nostalgia 1ndustry This sentiment is not confined
to those who wish to return to the intensity of wartime; it is also felt by the
news media, who long to recapture their moment of moral power — the Vietnam
War was very good television. Michael Clark writes that the media nostalgia

campaign,
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healed over the wounds that had refused to close for ten years
with a balm of nostalgia, and transformed guilt and doubt into duty
and pride. And with a triumphant flourish it offered us the spectacle
of its most successful creation, the veterans who will fight the next
war.2 -

Though the design of Maya Lin’s memorial does not lend itself to marketable
reproductions, the work has functioned as a catalyst for much of this nostalgia.
The Vietnam Veterans Memorial is the subject of no fewer than twelve books,
many of them photography collections that focus on the interaction of visitors with
the names. The memorial has tapped into a reservoir of need to express in public
the pain of this war, a desire to transfer the private memories of this war into a
collective experience. Many personal artifacts have been left at the memorial:
photographs, letters, poems, teddy bears, dog tags, combat boots and helmets,
MIA/POW bracelets, clothes, medals of honor, headbands, beer cans, plaques,
crosses, playing cards. At this site, the objects are transposed from personal to
cultural artifacts, as items bearing witness to pain suffered.

Thus, a very rich and vibrant dialogue of deliberate, if sometimes very private,
remembrance takes place at the memorial. Of the approximately 40,000 objects
that have been left at the wall, the vast majority have been left anonymously.
Relinquished before the wall, the letters tell many stories:

Dear Michael: Your name is here but you are not. l-‘ﬁ;ade a rubbing :
of it, thinking that if I rubbed hard enough I would rub your name off

the wall and you would come back to me. I miss you so.

Dear Sir: For twenty-two years [ have carried your picture in my wallet.
I was only eighteen years old that day that we faced one another on
that trail in Chu Lai, Vietnam. Why you didn’t take my life I'll never
know. You stared at me for so long, armed with your AK-47, and yet
you did not fire. Forgive me for taking your life, I was reacting just
the way I was trained, to kill VC.

Hence, the memorial is perceived by visitors as a site where they can speak
to the dead (where, by implication, the dead are present). Many of these letters
are addressed not to visitors but to the dead, though intended to be shared as
cultural memory. Many of the artifacts at the memorial also represent a catharsis
in releasing long-held objects to memory: a can of C-rations, a ‘short stick’, worn
Vietnamese sandals, a grenade pin. For those who left these objects, the memo-
rial represents their final destination and a relinquishing of memory.

The National Park Service, which is now in charge of maintaining the memo-
rial, operates an archive of the materials that have been left at the memorial.
Originally, the Park Service classified these objects as ‘lost and found’. Later, Park
Service officials realized the artifacts had been left intentionally, and they began
to save them. The objects thus moved from the cultural status of being ‘lost’
(without category) to historical artifacts. They have now even turned into artistic
artifacts; the manager of the archive writes:
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Figures 15.1-2  Vietnam Veterans Memorial, Washington DC
(Photos courtesy: Marita Sturken)

These are no longer objects at the Wall, they are communications, icons
possessing a subculture of underpinning emotion. They are the products
of culture, in all its complexities. They are the products of individual
selection. With each object we are in the presence of a work of art of
individual contemplation. The thing itself does not overwhelm our atten-
tion since these are objects that are common and expendable. At the Wall
they have become unique and irreplaceable, and, yes, mysterious.?'
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Figures 15.3—4  Vietnam Veterans Memorial, Washington DC
(Photos courtesy: Marita Sturken)

Labeled ‘m}fsterious’, and thus coded as original works of art, these objects are
given value and authorship. Some of the people who left them have since been
traced. This attempt to tie these objects and letters to their creators reveals
again the shiftjng realms of personal and cultural memory. Assigned authorship
and placed in an historical archive, the objects are pulled from cultural memory,
a realm in which they are presented to be shared and to participate in the memo-

ries of others.
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The memorial has become not only the primary site of remembrance for the
Vietnam War, but also a site where people pay homage to many current conflicts
and charged public events. Artifacts concerning the abortion debate, the AIDS
epidemic, gay rights, and the Persian Gulf War have all been left at the memo-
rial. Hence, the memorial’s collection inscribes a history not only of the American
participation in the Vietham War but also of national issues and events since the
war. It is testimony to the memorial’s malleability as an icon that both prowar
and antiwar artifacts were left there during the Persian Gulf War.

One of the most compelling features of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial collec-
tion is its anonymity, mystery, and ambiguity. [t appears that many of the stories
behind a substantial number of artifacts may never be known, and that the telling
of these stories to history was never the purpose of their being placed at the memo-
rial. Though couched within an official history and held by a government institution,
these letters and offerings to the dead will continue to assert individual narratives,
strands of cultural memory that disrupt historical narratives. They resist history

"
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The construction of a history

The politics of memory and history of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial shift contin-
uously in a tension of ownership and narrative complexity. Who, in actuality, is
being allowed 'to speak for the experience of the war? Has the Vietnam Veterans
Memorial facilitated the emergence of the voices of veterans and the families and
friends of veterans in opposition to the voice of the media and the government?
The process of healing can be an individual process or a national or cultural process;
the politics of each is quite difference.

Much of the current embrace of the memorial amounts to historical revi-
sionism. The period between the end of the war and the positioning of the memorial
as a national wailing wall has been long enough for memories and culpability to
fade. Ironically, the memorial allows for an erasure of many of the specifics of
history. It is rarely noted that the discussion surrounding the memorial never
mentions the Vietnamese people. This is not a memorial to their loss; they cannot
even be mentioned in the context of the Mall. Nor does the memorial itself allow
for their mention; though it allows for an outpouring of grief, it does not speak
to the intricate reasons why the lives represented by the inscribed names were
lost in vain. '

Thus, remembering is in itself a form of forgetting. Does the remembrance
of the battles fought by the veterans in Vietnam and at home necessarily screen
out any acknowledgment of the war’s effect on the Vietnamese? In its hstmg
of the US war dead, and in the context of the Mall, the memorial establishes
Americans, rather than Vietnamese, as the primary victims of the war. For instance,
questions about the 1,300 American MIAs are raised at the memorial, yet in that
space no mention can be made of the 300,000 Vietnamese MIAs. Does the process
of commemoration necessitate choosing sides?

Artist Chris Burden created a sculpture in 1991, The Other Vietnam Memorial,
in reaction to the memorial’s nonacknowledgment of the Vietnamese. Burden’s



piece consists of large copper leaves, 12 by 8 feet, arranged as a kind of circular
standing book, on which are engraved 3 million Vietnamese names to commem-
orate the 3 million Vietnamese who died in the war. He says: ‘Even though I feel
sorry for the individuals named on [the Vietnam Veterans Memorial], I was repulsed
by the idea. 1 couldn’t help but think that we were celebrating our dead, who
were aggressors, basically, and wonder where were the Vietnamese names?’ %
Burden’s listing of names is not unproblematic; he was unable to get the actual
listing of names, so he took 4,000 names and repeated them over and over again.
However, Burden’s sculpture exposes a fundamental limit of commemoration
within nationalism. Why must a national memorial re-enact conflict by showing
only one side of the conflict? What is the memory produced by a national memorial?

The memorial’s placement on the Washington Mall inscribes it within nation-
alism, restricting in many ways the kinds of memory it can provide. Its presence
indicates both the limitations and the complexity of that nationalist discourse.
Lauren Berlant writes:

When Americans make the pilgrimage to Washington they are trying
to grasp the nation in its totality. Yet the totality of the nation in its
capital city is a jumble of historical modalities, a transitional space
between local and national cultures, private and public property, archaic
and living artifacts . . . it is a place of national mediation, where a variety
of nationally inflected media come inte visible and sometimes incom-
mensurate contact.?> '

The memorial asserts itself into this ‘jumble of historical modalities’, both a resis-
tant and compliant artifact. It serves not as a singular statement but a site of
mediation, a site of conflicting voices and opposing agendas.

However, the act of commemoration is ultimately a process of legitimation
and the memorial lies at the center of a struggle between narratives. It has spawned
two very different kinds of remembrance: one a retrenched historical narrative
that attempts to rewrite the Vietham War in a way that reinscribes US imperi-
alism and the masculinity of the American soldier; the other a textured and complex
discourse of remembrance that has allowed the Americans affected by this war —
the veterans, their families, and the families and friends of the war dead- to speak
of loss, pain, and futility. The screens of the memorial allow for projections of a
multitude of memories and individual interpretations. The memorial stands in a
precarious space between these opposing interpretations of the war.
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