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Abstract 
We struggle with the public and private memories of the Vietnam War, as with all wars 
while the first remembering the war dead for their virtues, our principles, the second  
remembering them out of grief, a private emotion.  These memories can be dangerous 
in that they perpetuate our tendency to resolve our differences by combat. And yet they 
uniquely define the human situation with all its fragility. Perhaps in the end all we are 
left with is our narrative, our view of the world in spite of nature, which is neither our 
friend nor foe.  
 
1. Memory: Two Kinds. 
There are two kinds of memories, and especially the memories of war are always of 
these two sorts. One is the public and official memory, and the other is the private and 
personal memory. The public memory is usually crystallized in state projects. In the 
case of the Vietnam War it is the Memorial Wall in Washington. The officials want a 
monument that endures through time. In America this can be a product of discussion 
and participation by many. And it is by discussion and participation that we have the 
Wall.  
 
But private memory acts in a different way. It is market by fragility and its delicate 
membranes are lost when the person either forgets it, or get it all mixed up with other 
things that happened in his life. The voices suppressed in the official memory, in a 
culture that is democratic are presumably heard and set aside. But there is no place in 
pubic memory for any personal feelings. It’s the nature of such memory that they 
exclude the inconvenient, the embarrassing, and the highly personal. While public 
memory is of bravery, private memory is of grief. Bravery is a virtue but grief is an 
emotion.    
 
Official memories are like statements of the victorious state, celebrations on the 
principle for which the war was fought. They are addressed to those who will come in 
the future. Personal memory is that of the defeated, the marginalized, that of the 
individual.  They are in various ways repressed and yet their voices can be heard. 
These are expressed through muffled whimpering of a wife or in the sorrowful 
recounting of a mother. They are present in the pregnant silences of people in 
unaccredited relationship with the dead. There usually is not a grand coherent 
philosophy or principle that unites their narrative, other than being against wars.  They 
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are efforts to write the past. This memory in the case of the Vietnam War is that of a 
fundamental deception, a conspiracy of silence. The Tonkin Gulf Resolution, upon the 
strength of which America went to war in Vietnam was repudiated by its very 
proponents.  This public deception, not a very beautiful lie by the government, and the 
memory of it festers within the collective subconscious, and tends to erupt and intervene 
in the processes of public policy making. It cannot be totally silenced, but like a ghost 
we can learn to live it. The question about Vietnam that troubles most is this: was the 
American presence in Vietnam characteristic of America, or was it an anomaly? Some 
like Ron Kovic in Born on the Fourth of July are critical of the war. Others like James 
Webb in Fields of Fire Judges those who are opposed to that war. 
 
2. How the Vietnam War is Remembered. 
The Vietnam War is remembered by many as a mistake. But this is as I said a troubled 
memory. It degenerates into a debate on what side you stand on the question of 
American government, the liberals and the conservative and all the political squabbles 
between them are refracted through the lens of Vietnam. Vietnam is the name of a war 
for Americans not that of a country.  Vietnam emerges at crucial moments into 
American foreign policy to question its wisdom. In American politics since the Vietnam 
War, the horrible memory of that war returns inevitably to delay decisions, to question 
our priorities and to debate the options. President Bush the father fought the Gulf War 
to expunge for ever, the Vietnam Syndrome that troubles the American body politic. 
But the syndrome, what ever its nature is, persist unabated to this day and perhaps will 
likely remain, just underneath the official, historic, memory of Vietnam in America, as a 
disturbing sequence of disconnected images for a long time to come. The potential 
violence of these images will make it difficult for anyone to write American History in a 
manner acceptable to all.  
 
It is like the revolution in France. Even now in any discussion between people in cafes 
the issue props up. The revolution is a decisive moment, more decisive than the Nazis 
and the Second World War. But in the French case things are a bit different. Both sides 
had to find a way of living together after the event. The memories of those who fought 
for the revolution and the memories of those who opposed it had to be accommodated in 
a single collective memory. In America perhaps the comparable event is the Civil War. 
Americans had to find a way to live with the differences of memories and convert them 
in to a single public memory. The conservative and the liberal in America are fractured 
along these historical lines. This is even deeper than the party rivalry of the Democrats 
and the Republicans. The Vietnam War happened at a time when the Civil Rights 
struggle was going on in the country and the body politic was shocked by the Peace 
Movement, The Hippies and the Cultural Revolution. These are broad descriptive titles 
which pack a host of differences and the Memory of the Vietnam War is all of them. 



 
American Memory of the Vietnam War 3 

 
  

 
3. How is The Memory Produced? 
Of course memory is never a product of individuals. This requires shared structures, a 
community of remembrances1. The individual of Rene Descartes serving as a fixed and 
stable point, the modern self, no longer exists.2 How shall we conceptualize memory 
expect as a kind of defense mechanism? We use memory to nourish or repair damaged 
minds. Memory aids a sense of self, consistent and continuous to emerge, or at least this 
is what we hope it will do. It is what allows us to construct a personal narrative of 
identity.  We need memory to grasp the present, and decide how to respond to the 
events that will come. In this sense memory is prior to the individual. It is what allows 
us to be individuals.  Whether the individual produced by this memory, is a rational or 
not has been debated. While humanist writers continue to insist and feel nostalgic 
toward a rational individual, Freud1, Fanon2, and Cixous3 have disputed this and think 
of the individual as less stable, and self-sufficient. But for the present, for the purpose of 
this paper, we are concerned about the memories rather than with the individual 
produced by them.  
 
What does the debate about memory, if it is rational or not, signify?  When the rational 
forces are in charge of the individual, his memories are under his control, but when they 
are not, when the memories cannot be controlled, all sorts of forces which we are not 
familiar with, are likely to emerge. Wars have always presented the problem of the shell 
shocked individual. This hysterical, uncontrollable, almost mad individual stalks the 
halls of all war memory. It is the duty of the state to mask this, to produce a counter 
narrative to the war, so that the brave are honored. The individual with the 
post-traumatic combat syndrome is not the one you want to remember. You want to 
remember the bold, the brave, and the dead. The only living the state wants to 
remember is the well adjusted, responsible individuals, who consider what they were 
forced to do as their duty. To remember the war weary and the maladjusted is 
inconvenient for the state. 
 
An old movie which came out in 1965 The Americanization of Emily presents a hero 
that is a yellowbelly. In contrast to American war-movies, that gets their perspective 
from “peering through Patton’s field binoculars to reconfigure a stronger America” 4 
Charlie Madison says “…it is the rest of us who build statues to those generals and 
name boulevards after those memories…the rest of us perpetuate war by exalting its 
sacrifices” But it not usually wives and mothers who build public monuments to those 
who are dead. It is the state. To quote again from that article as Johnson tells Boswell, 
we have to clear our minds of cant. It is not just the Government that lies to us. The 
media is as well guilty of this shame. The lies we tell ourselves are repeated to us by the 
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government and the media. The best precaution against being deceived is to stop 
deceiving ourselves.  In War and Peace Tolstoy says of those who are about to be 
killed, “they could not believe it because they alone knew what their lives meant to 
them so they neither understood nor believed that it could be taken from them” 
 
4. Memory in Movies. 
The Marines landing at Da Nang in 1965 and the final withdrawal of all Americans 
from Vietnam in 1973 are official historical markers of the War. In the genre of films, 
Vietnam never produced any thing like Casablanca. But based on Robin Moore’s novel 
of the same name, the movie starring John Wayne, Green Berets came out in 1973. The 
American is portrayed as tough and Vietnamese (our friends in the South Vietnamese 
Army) are shown to be incompetent. In spite of all the documentary realism in its way 
of telling the story it is full of clichés. The image of the American was similar to that of 
films like The Ugly American which we were trying to correct even then.  
 
The reaction to the Green Berets already begins to undermine the mode of American 
responses to war films. The Vietnam War is not an American verses Indian fight, in 
which Americans win by superior firepower. As John Hellman5 argues Star Wars 
trilogy which began in 1977 is the younger generation trying to get back the confidence 
lost during the Vietnam War during the time of their fathers. The Rambo movies will be 
an attempt to do the same. After countless attempts to invade the bastion of official 
silence about the war, the belated confession of McNamara exposed the ultimate 
mistake and the deep deception, on which the whole war was fought.  He wrote “We 
of the Kennedy and Johnson administrations who participated in the decisions on 
Vietnam acted according to what we thought were the principles and traditions of this 
nation. We made our decisions in the light of those values .Yet we were wrong, terribly 
wrong. We owe it to future generations to explain why?”6

 
Michael Cimino’s The Deer Hunter an undeniably powerful emotional movie, shoots 
his American scenes in patient and gritty realism in contrast to the melodramatic shots 
of his Vietnam scenes, plunging the whole effort in to ambiguity. In the movie there 
seems to be no good Vietnamese or no bad American. This is a schizoid memory of the 
war. It blames Vietnam for what it has done to Americans. It paints a false home, 
innocent, close-knit, religious-based community and no anti-war protesters. 
Nevertheless Cimino exposes the traditional American institutions as failing. All the 
talk is of home but no scene takes place in one. In the end it is left up to the viewer 
whether The Deer Hunter is an incrimination or celebration of American home. It is a 
troubled remembrance. The surviving hero of that movie is quieter, alone but somehow 
seems to get on with life. In the movie Coming Home more than the Deer Hunter, the 
disabled, the distraught, play a role. It also shows that the home for which the war was 
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waged does not exist. The hero in coming Home helplessly asks “what have you done 
with your hair?” to his wife, only later to find out of her adultery.  In Born on the 
Fourth of July the anti-war sentiment is very clear, the memory it publicizes is that of 
the wounded in war, wounded not just in the body but scared mentally and socially.  
 
4. Collective Memory 
What makes collective memory possible is a form of amnesia7. In order to make the 
memories of many, like the wills of many, in to a single memory or general will, this is 
what is necessary. Collective memory is an abstraction. No body has the collective 
memory in the sense of owning it. It is not something that we feel. Kundera says that 
“The struggle of man against power is the struggle of memory against forgetting.8”  
Thus collecting the past or reviewing it is not only a disagreement over what is 
supposed to have happened, but it may be the desire to forget it. The heroine of Duong 
Thu Huong’s Paradise of the Blind, a Vietnamese novel about the American War, 
decides not to accept the house bequeathed to her by her aunt because she does not want 
to take on all the memories that are attached to that house. She seemed to have realized 
that the struggle over the past is a struggle to control the future. She would rather forget 
the past even if necessary by forgiving it. 
 
But forgetting and forgiving however, does not come that easily, nor the desire to know 
the truth. In Ron Kovic’s Born on the Fourth of July, the father of the man who was 
killed by the friendly fire of a marine, did not want to hear this, and tells the marine at 
the point of his confession “we really don’t wish to hear this.” The man’s wife however 
will not forgive the marine while the mother of the man killed comforts the marine by 
saying “we know your pain.” How we wish things could resolve the way they did in 
Graham Green’s fiction The Quiet American, a novel written with the Vietnam troubles 
in the background. In the movies with the same name directed by Phillip Noyce, the 
actor Michael Caine who acts the part of a British Journalist in the end tells his very 
young girl Phuong (Tzi Ma) that he must apologize to some one, where upon Phuong, in 
whose American lover’s death, Caine was implicated says “no not to me, you don’t 
have to.” The Quiet American is novel which came out in 1955 and it diagnoses the 
disaster which is waiting to happen to Vietnam. To the American (Brendan Fraser) who 
meets with his demise in the movie, saving a girl like Phuong and saving a country like 
Vietnam comes down to experiencing the same emotions. Green’s insight in to 
colonialism as well was war is illustrative of his genius in  anticipating what will 
happen in Vietnam and the lethal combination of American innocence and taste to set 
things right. 
 
5. Who has the right to own the memory? 
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Who rightfully posses the memory of the war? Is it the war veteran? Is it the crippled 
who returns from the war front and have no body to love them? Is it the crazed, drug 
addict whose habit intervenes in his memory, because it is too painful? Is the memory 
of these individuals different in intensity, from that of a mother, a wife, or a girlfriend? 
The question requires complex exploration. 
  
A movie that does precisely this is Dang Nhat Minh’s film When the Tenth Month 
Comes (Bao Gio cho den Thang Muoi) made in 1984. It explores the question of who 
rightfully posses the memory of the fallen soldier. It tells of the decision by a young 
woman named Duyn to keep to herself the news of her husband’s death in combat, thus 
cutting off the family of the husband, and the rest of the villagers from grieving for the 
man.  In making her decision she has violated the conventions of Vietnamese society 
especially those that arise from the social position of the wife and what is expected of 
her. The state has the right to know about the death of the soldier because it is a chance 
to celebrate the principles for which the soldier died. Duyn by keeping the knowledge of 
the death of her husband privatizes the whole memory. She learns in the end that she 
has no right to keep the memory of her husband all to herself; she has to share it with 
his family and his villagers. In the case of the Americans this twist in the plot is almost 
impossible, for the state is the one that announces the death of all soldiers to their family. 
The film tells the story of how Duyn comes to realize her mistake and, this revelation of 
the nature of her transgression is the point that needs to be noted. The film puts it as a 
matter of filial piety (hieu). The fact that her husband’s death was not properly 
announced to the husband’s family makes her feel guilty and extremely ill at ease.     
 
6. What memory do we own? 
Fred Coppola said of his movie Apocalypse Now “my movie is not about Vietnam. My 
movie is Vietnam. It’s what it was really like.” It is a story which tells us what it feels to 
fall victim to one’s obsessions. Francis Copola’s Apocalypse Now is based on Conrad’s 
Hart of Darkness a 19th century novel, “which stresses the notion that civilization only 
provides the modern urban individual with a veneer of eloquence, restraint and 
sophistication to cover the true primitive nature at the heart of every man.”9 The movie 
like the script writers other book Dispatches is an attempt to make sense of the war, 
what kind of story cans you tell of this terrible chaos?  Laurence Coupe says in Myth 
“it might be read as a postmodernist hero myth, in which the hero’s task is not to slay a 
dragon but to face the full horror and absurdity of postmodern warfare without 
surrendering entirely to the notion of some hypothetical order.” 10 But in bringing 
cosmos out of this chaos, there is one thing we should keep in mind. It is as Conrad 
himself makes Marlow say in The Heart of Darkness “He had no restraint, no restraint- 
just like Kurtz” 
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7. Conclusion 
In Homer’s Odysseus Elpenor had fallen dead. And his plea is “my lord I beseech you 
to remember me and not to leave me there unwept and unburied, lest I should become 
the cause divine wrath against you. But burn me there, with all my arms and raise a 
mound for me by the shore of the grey sea in memory of an unfortunate man, so that 
those yet to be will know the place. Do this for me and on my tomb plant the oar that I 
used to pull when I was living and rowing beside my companions.” Elpenor does not 
want just to be buried, he wants to be mourned. Elpenor’s demand to be mourned 
because in the common culture to which he lays heritage, it is a shared sentiment; it is 
the right of the dead to be mourned. May be there is a point in public memory. May be 
the rites and customs of the culture that we share with others help us to bridge the gap 
between the emotions that we feel and the actions that we do. But in the world we live, 
bereft of any divine plan, in the turbid ebb and flow of human misery, we must turn to 
Mathew Arnold to view our social anxieties in a new light. 11

Ah, love, let us be true  
To one another! For the world, which seems  
To lie before us like a land of dreams, 
So various, so beautiful, so new, 
Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light, 
Nor certitude, nor peach nor help for pain; 
And we are here as on a darkling plain 
Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight, 
Where ignorant armies clash by night. 
To share this vision with your lover is the only pleasure you get and therefore that 
private, personal memory which makes sense to you, and to you alone, is what we have. 
Every thing else, including nature is silent and ignorant of the needs of men and women.   
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