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was a man tormented by his past. According 10
his family and friends, the thirty-five-year-old com-
bat veteran would weep uncontrollably when he
thought about the men, women, and children he had
killed during search-and-destroy missions with the U.S.
Marine Corps in Vietnam. Unfortunately, Stickler
never recovered from his experiences in Vietnam. On
September 15, 1981, he leapt to his death from the
cleventh floor of the Los Angeles Hilton Hotel.
Stickler’s veteran companions said Stickler, who suf-
fered from delayed stress reaction, died because of
“gross criminal negligence™ at the hands of local Veter-
ans Administration hospital staff who “failed to give

L

sdoguaic reatment.””
The :‘u’ had ended for Clarence Stickler as it had
for the thousands of Vietnam veterans who have com-
mitted suicide since 1964. For other Vietnam veterans,
the terror of war has not ended. Two thousand five
hundred Americans are officially classified as “‘missing
in action.”” A half-million more suffer from delayed
stress reaction. About 2.5 million Vietnam veterans
exposed to Agent Orange must live with the uncer-
tainty of disorders associated with the chemical.
?J

author maintains that the mentality which propelled
the United States into Vietnam survived the evacuation
of Saigon in 1975, receded temporarily, and reemerged
tion of Ronald Reagan in 1980. ; gL P
Central 1o Capps’ treatment is an analysis of what
America” These rival, mutually exclusive, even antag-
onistic notions of American identity possess an unre-
solved quality. During the war these two notions about
American destiny found expression in the anti-war
’:nd pro-war camps that divided th :

Capps writes:
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Those who protested the war é:bjecwd from the

batle 10 the end with Communist-inspired inter-
national forces. Those who perceived world events in _
1erms of this basic ideological conflict believed that their - .
opponents had become *soft on communism’ and subver-
sive of the nation’s cherished interests, Thus it was the
idea of America that was tested and contested.

From Capps’ perspective, the involvement of the
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Some of the scenes apparently fit, but the central
plot seems to have been transplanted from somewhere
else. The actors, too, were primarily ‘imported,” and
many of the issues became attached to Vietnamese soil
by the projection and attribution of outsiders. ‘

This made the Vietnam conflict symbolic, even
mythological, from the outset. The ideological battles =
eventually became more real and substantial than any-
thing taking place on the field, which placed the com-
batants in grave danger, for they were not trained for .
mythological warfare. Besides, there was no real con- ..
sensus as to how to read the symbolism. The driving -
conflict was over alternative interpretations of mytho- . .
logical events. When the skirmishes ended, the larger,
sweeping, pervasive, and mythological contest con- .
tinued to be fought in even more serious terms.

Capps then proceeds to spend the better part of 100
pages probing the historical origins of modern Vietnam ..
as well as the official rationale for U.S. involvement
there. Here Capps clearly overextends himself, -

Whatever the reasons—real - or . imagined—for ‘=
American intervention in Vietnam, the results were
generally catastrophic. The various rationales used to
justify the carnage, and the credibility of institutions
that promoted these reasons, 2o absurdity as
the brutality of modemn warfare manifested itself. The

very idea that American power was always associated
with a just and moral cause was destroyed along with
any sense of confidence that things would somehow
turn out right in the end. Capps writes, “As Morris
Dickstein put it, the myth of America was broken.. -

on the American dream.” The final casualty in Vietnam -~ F§
was, therefore, American innocence.

took many forms. Survival naturally tended to domi-
nate the lives of those in combat. Another avenue con- ..
sisted in legal and ' illegal withdrawal from' the
conscription machinery and the miltary. A third way, -
what Capps refers to as ““the surrealistic route,” sought
to make sense of the senseless by simply acknowledging
chaos as an American way of life. From this perspec-
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ration, the war in Vieinamwasa projection of the deep
sickness and ambivalence within the American {oul. ;
Americans were at war with themselves; the :kmm;hgs £

with the Vietcong were secondary 1o the battles within  ~
 our own collective unconscious, .
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" At the end of his book, Capps elaborates his original

United States in Vietnam is essentially a symbol or a+, thesis concerning the bipolar nature of the ‘m.osl'gm
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Some of the scenes apparently fit, but the central
plot seems to have been transplanted from somewhere
else. The actors, too, were primarily ‘imported,’ and
many of the issues became attached to Vietnamese soil
by the projection and attribution of outsiders, = ;

This made the Vietnam conflict symbolic, even =~
mythological, from the outset. The ideological battles
eventually became more real and substantial than any-
thing taking place on the field, which placed the com-
batants in grave danger, for they were not trained for
mythological warfare. Besides, there was no real con-
sensus as to how to read the symbolism. The driving
conflict was over alternative interpretations of mytho-
logical events. When the skirmishes ended, the larger,
sweeping, pervasive, and mythological contest con-
tinued to be fought in even more serious terms.

Capps then proceeds to spend the better part of 100 |
pages probing the historical origins of modemn Vietnam ..
as well as the official rationale for U.S. involvement
there. Here Capps clearly overextends himself. :

Whatever the reasons—real - or . imagined—for

American intervention in Vietnam, the results were
generally catastrophic. The various rationales used to
justify the carnage, and the credibility of institutions
that promoted these reasons, 2o absurditv as
the brutality of modem warfare manilested itself. The
very idea that American power was always associated
with a just and moral cause was destroyed along with
any sense of confidence that things would somehow
turn out right in the end. Capps writes, “As Morris
Dickstein put it, the myth of America was broken..

When this occurred no one had any longer a firm hold {
on the American dream.” The final casualty in Vietnam_ ~ F}
was, therefore, American innocence. .
The response to the crisis introduced by the war *
took many forms. Survival naturally tended to domi-
nate the lives of those in combat. Another avenue con- ...
sisted in legal and illegal withdrawal from  the
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what Capps refers to as ““the surrealistic route,” sought
to make sense of the senseless by simply acknowledging
chaos as an American way of life. From this perspec-
tive, what happened in Vietnam is little more than an-
expression of the American future. Capps notes in '
reference to this last option that, i, ik

 would be almost completely transferred from Asian soil
1o American self-consciousness; then, once this had
,m'umd, ~all collective  psychological dysfunctions * §
" would be projected onto the battlefield. In this interpre- . §

tation, the war in Vietnam was a projection of the deep ~ *
" sickness and ambivalence within the American soul,
~ Americans were at war with themselves; the skirmishes

with the Vietcong were secondary to the battles within , ~ ..

our own collective unconscious. X
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At the end of his book, Capps elaborates his original
thesis concerning the bipolar nature of the modem
American identity. He refers to one side as “‘the ©

Armageddon mentality.” The other he calls *‘the Eden |
mentality,”

The Armageddon mentality he describes as:

the eagerness to divide the world into sharp contrasts:
(Continued on page 12)

\' his book, for example, “since 1975 there have been
2$ many suicides among Vietnam veterans as there
were combat fatalities during the war itself,
Equally compelling is the fact that the number of
plicy and the | inevitably break down when confronted with ¢ such suicides increases each year and, by Ve(gnm
rs Capps ¢ ongoing suflering of the participants in that war, . Administration projections, is not expected to peak /!
i . notably the Vietnam veterans. Nowhere is this  until 1990."
. more sadly in evidence than inethe svicide ratefor 17 oy i
Vigtnam yeterans. Capps states on the first page of
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- Despite the best efforts of some Americans to
idealize the ‘ordeal of Vietnam and revise the
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k® N( Cd'lf mued from page 7 ) wersus error, good versus evil,
% light~versus dark, providence versus waywardness,
3 blessing wersus curse, in the most rigorous fashion pos=_..
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“sible. The mechanism that enforces this way of thought

WO the fusion of the contrast between America and -

. anti-America with a revised Manichaean mythology

“4z about the fundamental and pervasive conflict between
‘God and the Deuil. '

- Capps defines the Eden mentality in this way: ,
':.’t.'i .,,-‘ ; . » et - 4 : AT Tei7
e ;E?G’;'Q'?/l"fg in Eden belongs: all inhabitants are
.. calizens, “and all are entitled to the resources of Eden,
L v dooser  exvepriors. There are no hierarchies, no
‘ polarizatz'on, no stratification, no class szruggle. T here
are no deceptive choices, either; the goal is simply to
“ maintain Eden. Eden is garden instead of battleground,
it is harmony rather than conflict. It is warm, fecund,
full of vegeration, beawtiful, alluring, original, and all-

encompassing.

Capps identifies the former with the ascendancy of
the Reagan administration, the proposals of the New
Right (in particular, Jerry Falwell), and “a time of
counterrevolution” which these elements represent.
The latter he identifies with the “counterculture” of
the fifties and sixties. Vietnam was the result of the
projection of this internal “quarrel” onto Southeast
Asia. Says Capps, “The war remains unfinished
because the quarrel has not been resolved.” e

Although The Unfinished War has much to recom-
mend jt, Capps fails to make a single mention of the
ongoing war in Indochina. What has happened in this
area for the past seven years is ample vindication of his
contention that the war in Vietnam did notend in 1975,
‘Furthermore, in his concentration on the realms of.
"ideology,  the collective unconscious, myth, and the
psychological dynamic of projection, Capps tends to
‘Obscure the fact that U.S. involvement in Vietnam and
the rest of Indochina was the result of specific acts and.
decisions by a privileged elite of government officials.
The words “trauma” and “tragedy” can never be per-

mitted to cloud over this simple fact.
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