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Understanding the Pain
And Wounds of Vietnam -
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The Unfinished War: Vietnam and lh'e
American Couscience. By Walter H.
Capps. Beacon Press. §13.50

By SUSAN SHEPARD

One-half million American men and
women are the *“‘walking wounded" of
Vietnam. Some are disabled in body,
almost all carry crippling wounds of the
mind and of the heart. The resulting
human self-destruction we rather
benignly label as “‘delayed stress syn-
drome.*""

Author Capps.- makes the most
overlooked, and the most chilling point
about the progress of this unfinished
war: “‘Since 1975 there have been as
many suicides among Vietnam veterans |
as there were combat fatalities dunng
the war.” There were 57,692 comba!
falalmes _ 1 < : i
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becomes fascinating and challenging;
the weaving of history and insight is
compelling.

““Fundamentally,’” he says, *‘the Viet-
nam War was a contest between two
views of human priorities.”” But the con-
test was not in Asia, the contest was
within America. Our sense of ourselves
fell into something called a “"credibility
gap,'’ the catch phrase for the almost
ritual way in which the contestants did
not hear cach other’s arguments.. There
were two American cultures emerging
and they projected their struggle for
control onto Vietnam. The struggle has
continued.

It was this fundamental truth that
placed the final, unbearable burden on
{the veteran. *‘This made the Vietnam
conflict symbolic, even mythological,
from the outset. The ideological battles

jentually became more . real” and

v iubsunual than anything taking place

on the field,  which placed the com-

s ‘-'"Tht Uﬂfm!hﬁd er" 'is one: 0% batants in.grave danger, for they were

“7 those very rare boolu that goes beyond'w.,w; truned for myﬂ,o]og,“] warfare.”” .

n-,accounts. ‘beyond - bitterness. ,ande..,
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..txrmed conflict, even nuclear_conflict,

3 d:spenses wnh rhc(onc and propoganda

‘Mr. Capps altempts only to unders-_. |
S “tand what engendéred our mvolvcment

K “ the trauma that resulted and the reaction.~

ln his discussion of the attraction of

.fon' those of an Armageddon inclination,;
Mr Capps is brilliant. . watih s : @

; "’ Americans are perhaps mldway ina'

»,wc. the nation, are undergoing todm-ialong search for a sense of purpose. The

~*He does not argue cither the wisdomrors!
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~% Vietnam wn ‘horible, Vgcuum ‘hapie.:
> xpened to all'of us and we shall all have fo; éé

Z reckon with our muonal Adelayed m— s
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myth of the American and the nation:
was shattered by the war, and pamculan i
lx‘dcvuutzd by revclauons of alrocny :

.l"‘--"-'l? ¥
3.4 Z 335 Zithat continue to make their way into thc,‘ g

public: mind:We are‘all participants in -
1nhe r,ahapms of the Amencan dream ;;‘_.
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? ‘What was Vietnam all abou:‘tw 3
‘Znot ‘even-sure what it- was; indeed i n

b otcalled a3 war for much of the time’if

A i“l‘hu S not ﬂ&ﬁ‘artlyaln‘\mhuhhy; RS
e tiuu for an individual or a nation. Bit, :

I;}Mr Caqps's view, this need for a ncw

Twas § being” “fought. There' was never 3

""‘clcu"'smtegy desngned*‘to-'achlcve'
'mnhury goal, True, our soldiers were{ .
%.not allowed to win, as certain politicians® -+

# now claim, but what were they towin?% 7
As Mr. Capps states, ‘*What could u
mean- to be a warrior when there were:"

" profound questions concerning the iden~,
tification of the enemy?'’ What can it
mean 10 be a veteran, or a nation,
“when everyhody recognized we had
lost?** B

‘A short, readable account of Viets
namese history sets the context for a

Loheum discussion of United States in-
. S THAS ln lh'- end of 1he

‘vangelical and ..
h?lonl Mljonty md slmllar sroups ‘

ré We nced tq heal ouhnuuoml wound.s
but if we permit our present doubts and
confusaons o bk confounded, we risk
repcmns the expegience of Vietnam. We

' risk having the final expenence of war,
Armagcddon .

! Mr, Capps is ‘the author of several
books exploring religious life, He is pro-
. fessor of religious'studies at the Univer-
_sity of California, Santa Barbara. The
present book is the result of five years of
research, and it should be read as o
carsinl __imistlivent recard and  aners

3.sense of purposeis being perverted. It i :\ '; R
bcmg--dmgeromly--explou«t. by theb b g,
oucally..mnhum = -3 :
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