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PART ONE: 

NARRATIVISING THE VIETNAM 

WAR



Tim O’Brien

• b. 1941; grew up in Worthington, 
Minnesota

• Served in Vietnam 1969—70



What did you make of the assigned 
readings and the documentary?

Are there any themes you particularly 
want to discuss in relation to them?

Did you have any favourite 
chapters/stories in The Things They 

Carried?



Themes



- Orhan Pamuk, 
translated by Nazım

Dikbaş, The Naïve 
and Sentimental 

Novelist: 
Understanding What 

Happens When We 
Write and Read 

Novels (London: 
Faber and Faber, 

2010), p. 35.

“The art of the novel draws its power from
the absence of a perfect consensus
between writer and reader on the
understanding of fiction. Readers and
authors acknowledge and agree on the fact
that novels are neither completely
imaginary nor completely factual. But as we
read a novel, word after word, sentence
after sentence, this awareness is
transformed into questioning, into a strong
and focused curiosity. Clearly the writer
must have experienced something of that
sort, the reader thinks, but perhaps he has
exaggerated or imagined part of it. Or on
the contrary, the reader, presuming that
writers are capable of writing only what they
have experienced, may begin to imagine
the ‘truth’ about the writer.”



Epitextual front matter in The Things 
They Carried



Narrativizing the Vietnam War



“VIETNAM 
WAR”

What words, images and ideas do you most associate 
with the Vietnam War?

What representations of the Vietnam War are you 
familiar with, and what are there notable features?



Lucy R Lippard, A Different War: 
Vietnam in Art (Seattle: Whatcom 
Museum of History and Art/Real 
Comet Press, 1990)

• Why might the
Vietnam War is
considered ‘a
different war’?



Vietnam War and US Politics/Society

• Total no. US military personnel deployed in Vietnam =  2.7 million; peak  536,000 in 
1968. 

• US casualties totalled 58,220 dead, 303,644 wounded
• Widespread opposition to involvement in Vietnam in US; intersections with Civil 

Rights movement, second-wave feminism, Black Power, student protests, Sixties 

counterculture 



Vietnam as a 
“Different War”

Contrast with 
WWII



“I grew out of one war and into another. My
father came from the leaden ships of the sea,
from the Pacific theatre; my mother wore the
uniform of the WAVES [Women Accepted for
Volunteer Emergency Service]. I was the
offspring of that great campaign against the
tyrants of the 1940s, one explosion in the Baby
Boom, one of the millions of new human
beings to replace those who had just died. I
was bred with the haste and dispatch and
careless muscle-flexing of a rejuvenated,
splendidly triumphant nation given to bridle
its own good fortunes and success. I was fed
by the spoils of 1945 victory.”

- O’Brien, ‘Pro Patria,’ in If I Die in a Combat Zone, pp. 21–23

Vietnam War vs WWII 



“… Friends introduced me to the army surplus
store. We bought dented relics of our fathers’
history, rusted canteens and olive-scented,
scarred helmet liners. Then we were our fathers,
taking on the Japs and the Krauts on the flat
fairways of the golf course.”

“… I learned about the Second World War,
hearing it from men who had fought it. The talk
was tough. Nothing to do with causes or
reason; the war was right, they muttered, it had
to be fought. The talk was of bellies full of
German lead the long hike from Normandy to
Berlin, close calls and of scars just visible on
hairy arms.”

- O’Brien, ‘Pro Patria,’ in If I Die in a Combat Zone, pp. 21–23

Vietnam War vs WWII 



• The Green Berets (1968, directed by and starring 
John Wayne) tried to ape WWII combat movies 
(e.g. Sands of Iwo Jima, 1949)

• Allusions to John Wayne recur in veterans’
accounts of the war

• Wayne’s image and persona as an impact upon
psychology of troops in Vietnam: psychoanalyst
Robert Jay Lifton recalled holding a rap group on
the theme ‘How Much of John Wayne is Still in
Us?’ and described veterans’ resistance to ‘the
John Wayne thing’ (see Lifton, Home From the
War, pp. 94, 238–239, 251–256)

Vietnam War vs WWII 



Vietnam War vs WWII 



Vietnam as a “Different War”

Different names:

• Popularly referred to as ‘Vietnam War’ or even 
simply ‘Vietnam’ (‘Nam’)

• ‘The Second Indochina War’
• Known as ‘The Resistance War Against 

America’ (Kháng chiến chống Mỹ ) ‘The Resistance War 
against the American Empire to Save the 
Nation’ (Kháng chiến chống Mỹ cứu nước) or ‘The American 
War’ (Cuộc chiến tranh Mỹ) in Vietnam

• Referred to as the ‘Vietnam Conflict’ in US 
Governmental documents



Vietnam as a “Different War”

Different chronologies:

Start date?
• 1950? (date of arrival of first US ‘military advisors’ into Vietnam)
• 1955? (date of first US serviceman to lose their life in Vietnam)
• 1964? (Congressional approval for escalation of US military 

involvement in Vietnam after the Gulf of Tonkin incident)
• 1946? (beginning of Viet Minh war of resistance against French 

rule)
• 1858? (start of French colonial presence in Southeast Asia)

End date?
• 1973? (cease-fire between US and north Vietnam regime)
• 1975? (fall of Saigon, reunification of north and south Vietnam) 
• 1995? (normalisation of US–Vietnamese diplomatic relations)
• Ongoing? (figuratively)



Perceptions of Veterans 
First Blood (novel 1972, film 1982)

Trautman: This mission is over, Rambo. It's over Johnny. It's over! 
Rambo: Nothing is over! You just don't turn it off! It wasn’t my war! You 
asked me, I didn't ask you! And I did what I had to do to win! But 
somebody wouldn't let us win! And I come back to the world and I see 
all those maggots at the airport, protesting me, spitting. Calling me baby 
killer and all kinds of vile crap! Who are they to protest me? Who are 
they? Unless they've been me and been there and know what the hell 
they're yelling about! 



• Feelings of alienation: veterans’ homecoming  not 
accompanied by triumphalism that characterised WWII

• Retrospective narratives by and about veterans referred to
confrontations with hostile anti-war protestors on arriving
back at American airports or naval ports.

• Recurrent trope of veterans being spat upon by civilians or
anti-war protestors

Perceptions of Veterans 



No parades?



No parades?



‘The Spitting Image’

• Homecoming parades less common than in WWII;
but some held

• Jerry Lembcke argues US military deliberately
briefed veterans to expect hassle by anti-war
protestors (as shown in Coming Home)

• Lembcke finds no documentary evidence of
veterans having being spat on by protestors



‘The Spitting Image’

• Ongoing currency of ‘the spitting image’
despite its lack of evidence

• Analytical problem: how to prove
something did not happen merely by
using archival sources

• Malleability of memory:
- susceptible to influence by outside

culture
- does not necessarily obey criteria

conventionally employed by historians



Vietnam War as Trauma

• Physical and psychological trauma experienced by veterans (and exacerbated 
by homecoming experiences)

• Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) first clinically defined in treatment of 
US Vietnam veterans

• Veterans a very visual, physical reminder of the war & impact in US society
• Trope of ‘healing’ scars, wounds, and traumas inflicted upon veterans and 

nation alike



Vietnam War and Memory

thoroughly mixed up in my

mind with what has been said about what happened that the pure

experience is no longer there.

The

Vietnam War is no longer a definite event so much as it is a collective

and mobile script in which we continue to scrawl, erase, rewrite our

conflicting and changing view of ourselves



Vietnam War and Memory Industry



Vietnam War and Memory Industry



Vietnam War and Memory Industry



Vietnamese-American Diasporic 
Literature



Vietnamese-American Diasporic Literature



American War in Vietnamese Literature



Vietnam War in American Novels

1955 1967
2007

Winner of the US National 
Book Award; Pulitzer Prize 

finalist 

2009/2010



19871979
Inspiration for Full Metal 

Jacket (1987)

1987 1972
Inspiration for First Blood 

(1982)

Vietnam War in American Novels
‘Carnography’



1977
Herr worked as a 
consultant on 
Apocalypse Now and 
Full Metal Jacket

1977 1976
Inspiration 
for Born on 

the Fourth of 
July (1989)

1992
Inspiration for We 

Were Soldiers (2002)

Vietnam
War
Memoirs

1973



1987 1986 1987 1981 1982

1984

Vietnam
War Oral
Histories



Vietnam War and Storytelling 

“To the men and women who aren’t here
to tell their stories.”

“This book is not the Truth about Vietnam.
Everyone holds a piece of that puzzle. But
these war stories, filled with emotion and
stripped of ambition and romance, may
bring us closer to the truth than we have
come so far.”

“You want to hear a ge-u-ine war story. I
only understand Vietnam as though it
were a story. It’s not like it happened to
me.”

dedication, 
introduction, epigraph 

to Mark Baker, Nam: 
The Vietnam War in 

the Words of the Men 
and Women who 

Fought There (Abacus: 
London, 1987 [1982]), 

pp. v, xiv–xv, xvii



Vietnam War and Storytelling 

“Do dreams offer lessons? Do
nightmares have themes, do we
awaken and analyse 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.”

- Tim O’Brien, If I Die in a Combat Zone (Flamingo: 
London, 1995 [1973]), pp. 34



• What – and whose – stories
about the war should be
remembered, and how?

• What ‘lessons’ can be taken
from the war?

• Can these ‘lessons’ apply to
US foreign policy?

• Can Vietnam War stories be
made compatible with
existing narrative formulae?

Vietnam War and Storytelling 



Vietnam War and the Frontier Myth

• Framing of Vietnam War as encounter between ‘savagery’ and ‘civilisation’ 
and equation of Vietnam and ‘wilderness’ of the American West

• Trope of ‘going native’ to adapt and survive amidst ‘alien’ landscape

• Allusions to the figure of the ‘White Indian’ created by James Fenimore 
Cooper



• Vietnam as “some heavy-heart-of-darkness trip,”
Michael Herr, Dispatches (1977)

• Apocalypse Now (1979) as a revision of Heart of
Darkness (1899

• Heart of Darkness as an investigation of the
proximity and contiguousness of savagery and
civilisation

Vietnam and Heart of 
Darkness 





Conrad and O’Brien



PART TWO: 

INTERPRETING TIM O’BRIEN



Language in The Things They Carried



Language in The Things They Carried



Language in The Things They Carried



Language in The Things They Carried



Language in The Things They Carried



Vietnam  War and Language

“Briefings came in a language that sounded cosmetic
… [and] since most of the journalism from the war was
framed in that language it would be as impossible to
tell what Vietnam looked like from reading most
newspaper stories as it would to know how it
smelled.”

- From Michael Herr, Dispatches (1977)

“Reports had to be written in that clinical, euphemistic
language the military prefers to simple English. If a
marine had been shot through the guts … I had to say
‘GSW’ (gun-shot wound) ‘through and through,
abdomen.’ Shrapnel wounds were ‘multiple fragment
lacerations,’ and the phrase for dismemberment
‘traumatic amputation.’”

- From Philip Caputo, A Rumor of War (1977)



Vietnam  War and Language

“It’s funny what you remember.
Like a black paratrooper with the
101st glided by and said ‘I been
scaled man, I’m smooth now,’
and went on, leaving me to
wonder where he’d been to
get his language.”

- From Michael Herr, Dispatches (1977)



Vietnam War and Postmodernism 

“Michael Herr … evokes the space of postmodern
warfare … in his great book on the experience of
Vietnam, Dispatches. The extraordinary linguistic
innovations of this work may still be considered
postmodern, in the eclectic way in which its language
impersonally fuses a whole range of contemporary
collective idiolects, most notably rock language and
Black language: but the fusion is dictated by problems
of content.

“This first terrible postmodernist war cannot be
told in any of the traditional paradigms of the war
novel or movie – indeed that breakdown of all previous
narrative paradigms is, along with the breakdown of
any shared language through which a veteran might
convey such experience, among the principal subjects of
the book and may be said to open up the place of a
whole new reflexivity.”
- Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late 

Capitalism (Durham, NC: Duke University, 1991), pp. 44–45



Vietnam War and Postmodernism 

Jameson posits four distinctive aspects of  
postmodern literature:

• Experimentations with style and language
• Experimentations with narrative and 

representational forms 
• Experimentations with structure and 

content
• Experimentations with modes of 

perceiving the world

AND (crucially) that postmodern literature constitutes 
a questioning and problematizing of all the above 
concepts and phenomena



Vietnam War and Postmodernism 

“Michael Herr … evokes the space of postmodern warfare … in his great
book on the experience of Vietnam, Dispatches. The extraordinary linguistic
innovations of this work may still be considered postmodern, in the eclectic
way in which its language impersonally fuses a whole range of contemporary
collective idiolects, most notably rock language and Black language: but the
fusion is dictated by problems of content.

“This first terrible postmodernist war cannot be told in any of the
traditional paradigms of the war novel or movie – indeed that breakdown
of all previous narrative paradigms is, along with the breakdown of any
shared language through which a veteran might convey such experience,
among the principal subjects of the book and may be said to open up the
place of a whole new reflexivity.”

Postmodern literary ‘experiments’

• Style and language
• Narrative and representational forms 
• Structure and content
• Modes of perceiving the world



Vietnam War and Postmodernism 

For Jameson postmodernism is more than a  literary phenomenon; 
it involves  fundamental reorientation of how space and time are 
perceived and experienced:

• A flattening out of distinctions between different
geographical locations (“our now postmodern bodies are
bereft of spatial coordinates and practically – let alone
theoretically – incapable of distantation,” Jameson,
Postmodernism, pp. 48–49)

• A flattening out of distinctions between different
historical epochs (“a waning of our historicity, of our lived
possibility of experiencing history in some active way …
there no longer seem[s] any organic relationship between
the American history we learn from schoolbooks and the
lived experience of … of our own daily life;” “the conception
of postmodernism outlined here is historical rather than merely
stylistic,” Jameson, Postmodernism, pp. 21, 45–46



Vietnam War and Postmodernism 

• A flattening out of distinctions
between different geographical
locations?

• A flattening out of distinctions
between different historical epochs?



Vietnam War and Postmodernism 

• A flattening out of distinctions between different
geographical locations?

- Simultaneity of war at home and abroad

- Reduced distances for communication and travel

- Reduced significance of nation-state borders

• A flattening out of distinctions between different
historical epochs?

- Loss of continuity from traditional historic narratives American myths told
(tell) about the nation

- Impingement of movies and popular culture on understandings of
history

- Perpetual refighting of the war



Vietnam War and Postmodernism 



O’Brien as Postmodernist

• Flattening of distinctions between geographical locations?

- Simultaneity of war at home and abroad (e.g. juxtaposition
of Iowan lake and Vietnam shit field in ‘Speaking of
Courage’)

- Reduced distances for communication and travel (e.g. ease
by which Mary Anne arrives ‘in country’ in ‘Sweetheart of the
Song Tra Bong’)

• Flattening of distinctions between historical epochs?

- Shifts backward and forward in time; unstable chronology

- Sense in which O’Brien’s war is still occurring through the
“spell of memory and imagination” (Things, p. 236)



Tim O’Brien and Modernism

• Judged by aesthetic or stylistic criteria alone, postmodernism 
cannot be considered a fundamental departure in prior literary 
tradition

• Experimentations with style and language
• Experimentations with narrative and representational 

forms 
• Experimentations with structure and content
• Experimentations with modes of perceiving the world

• All of the above could apply equally to ‘modernist authors’ (e.g.
William Faulkner or James Joyce)

• WWI crucial influence on literary modernism, which re-
evaluated commonly-held Western societal myths



O’Brien as Modernist

“Erik [O’Brien’s friend during basis training for the army] became Ezra
Pound. Seriously, slowly he recited a portion of ‘Hugh Selwyn Mauberley’

‘These fought in any case,
and some believing,

pro domo, in any case …
Some quick to arm,
some quick to adventure,
some for fear of weakness,
some for fear of censure,
some for love of slaughter, in imagination.
learning later …
some in fear, learning love of slaughter;

Died some, pro patria,
Non “dulce” non “et decor” … [all ellipses in original text].’”

- O'Brien, If I Die in a Combat Zone, p. 45; see also reference to “a very old 
and terrible lie” (a la Wilfred Owen), Things, p. 68



O’Brien as Modernist

“I remembered one of Hemingway’s stories about
a battle in WWI, about the hideous deaths of
human beings, swarming into the fight … I
wondered why he did not care to talk about the
thoughts these men must have had. Certainly
those suffering and scared human beings must
have wondered whether their cause was worthy?”

“Grace under pressure, Hemingway would say.
That is how you recognise a brave man. But
somehow grace under pressure is inefficient. It’s
too easy to affect, and it’s too hard to see through
it … grace under pressure is no courage.”

- O'Brien, If I Die in a Combat Zone, pp. 98, 146



O’Brien as Modernist?



O’Brien as Postmodernist

• Dialogue with Hemingway et al an 
attempt to question, revise modernism 

• Meditation on the utility of language 
itself: what do we mean by words like 
‘courage’ (or ‘truth,’ ‘obscenity,’ etc.)



O’Brien as Postmodernist

• Experimentations with form: ‘Good Form’ chapter;
unorthodox structure (a novel? a memoir? a short
story collection?); interventions commentating on
the book’s contents (‘How to Tell a True War Story,’
‘Notes,’ ‘Field Trip’)

• Experimentations with narrative: disparate narrative
voices (O’Brien’s position as author/narrator; who is
telling a particular story at any one time?);
deconstructing narratives (‘How to Tell a True War
Story,’ ‘Notes’); deliberate stretching of readers’
credulity



‘How to Tell a True War Story’



• Documented instances of
‘fakers’ who pretend(ed) to
have served in Vietnam or
of veterans who have
fabricate(d) details
pertaining to their
experiences in the military

‘Wannabe’ Phenomenon



‘How to Tell a True War Story’

absolute and

uncompromising allegiance to obscenity and evil



Story-Truth and Happening-Truth



‘How to Tell a True War Story’



‘How to Tell a True War Story’



‘How to Tell a True War Story’



Critiques of 
O’Brien



Critiques of 
O’Brien



Critiques 
of O’Brien



‘How to Tell a True War Story’



“Yes, and I’m a theory man too.
Biographer, historian, medium – call
me what you want – but even … I’m left
with little more than supposition and
possibility. There are certain mysteries
that weave through life, human motive
and human desire. Even much of what
may appear to be fact in this narrative
– action, word, thought – must be
viewed as a diligent but still
imaginative reconstruction of events.
I have tried, of course, to be faithful to
the evidence. Yet evidence is not truth.
It is only evident. If you require
solutions you will have to look beyond
these pages. Or read a different book.”

O’Brien, In the Lake 
of the Woods 

(London: Flamingo, 
1995), footnote, p. 
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