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EDUCATION AND MEMORY :
TEACHING AROUT THE VIETNAM WAR

Walter H. Capps
University of California. Santa Barbara

ABSTRACT:

The paper consists of a brief analysis of the educational dynamics
and teaching strateay of a class on “The Impact of the Vietnam War" that
was established on the Santa Barbara campus of the University of Califor-
nia in 1979, and currently regularly enrolls nearly 1000 undergraduate
students. Initiated as an attempt to come to terms with the Vietnam
Har, and, most particularly, to trace its continuina impact on American
cultural values, the class became a means and instrument through which
responses to the war were formulated. Veterans of the war enrolled in
the class voluntarily, and asked to share their impressions with the
students. Since the two groups (veterans and students) were encaced
in a process of assimilation and interpretation tocether, the class came
to serve as a nexus point between veterans, students, former anti-war
protestors, conscientious objectors, women who had served in Vietnam,
Vietnamese people, Gold-Star mothers, and others. Before lona, the
subject under discussion was approached throuah the multi-layered
dialoaue that was transpirina between these various aroups of interested
parties. The pedacoaical theory involved combines insights from Paul
Fussell (author of THE GREAT WAR AND MODERN MEMORY), Studs Terkel (cf.

his "wisdom of ordinary Americans"), Jerome Brumer (cf. his "routes
into memory" and "recipes for structurina experience itself"), and
the Imaoe-Psycholoay school. Portions of the "60 Minutes® program on

which the class was featured will be shown.
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EDUCATION AND MEMORY:
TEACHING ABOUT THE VIETNAM WAR

Walter H. Capps
University of California, Santa Barbara

This paper consists of a brief analysis of the educational dynamics

"of a class on "The Impact of the Vietnam War." The class was started in

1979 on the Santa Barbara campus of the University of California, and is
currently one amono approximately 300 classes in American hicher education
that focus on a subject which, in many institutions, is simply called "The
Vietnam Experience.” The Santa Barbara class is 1ike many of the others,
with the added distinction that it may have been the first such class on
the subject, and, many have written, it must be amono the most popular.

It reaularly enrolls nearly 1000 students, with several hundred others on
its waiting 1ist. Because of the size of the class, and by virtue of the
subject with which it deals, the class was made the focus of a CBS Tele-
vion's "60 Minutes" program on October 4, 1987. But all of this, in some

respects, represents the externals.

The purpose of the class, from the first, has been to reconstruct the
situation that led the United States to become militarily involved in
Southeast Asia, to trace the progress of the war, to describe the social
and political atmosphere that prevailed at home durina the period, to
chart the continuina affects of the war on those who were directly in-
volved (redardless of the convictions and $tances they represent), and
to assess the impact of the war on the national spirit. The class was
oiven the name "The Impact of the Vietnam Var on American Culture,"
and was designed to fit the underaraduate curriculum in the Department
of Reliaious Studies. Forty students enrolled the first year it was
offered. Some must have recognized that the topic under study and

discussion remained controversial, but the educational venture did not
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create much of a stir on campus. It was as if the pressures that be-
longed to the war period had lost their intensity, now that the

Americans were no longer directly involved.

Yet, alona the way, it became apparent that the subject of the
war could not be addressed in the past tense. For the class came to
function not only as a way of chroniclina and interpretino events that
had already taken place, but as a cultivated and trusted collective
instrument throuch which those same events could be remeirhered, mediated
and assimilated. This occurred because this exercise in assessing the
impact of the Vietnam War was being undertaken at the very time that

the terms and conditions of that impact were beinac worked out.

Thus a class that had been desianed as a commentary on the war ex-
perience became a response to the war. Very soon, students were enrol-
1ino not only to acquire more information about the war, but to draw
upon the resourcefulness of this educational venture to come to terms
with the event for themselves. Thounh the majority of these were hardly
familiar with the history of the war in detail, a number of them had
family members -- fathers, uncles, cousins, older brothers, even aunts --
who had served in Vietnam. So, in addition to havino opinions about
the propriety of the war, these students had direct personal connec-
tions. Moreover, though few knew many of the specifics, the majority
was prepared to entertain the premise that the Vietnam War was a major
event in American history, and that its influence on society, culture
and religious beliefs and attitudes was no doubt extensive and pro-

found.
Along the way, as the class was struaaline to find itself, a num-
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ber of veterans asked if they might sit in. Not sarprisinaly,
their approach to the subject was both 1ike and unlike that of the
students. Like the students, they had limited factual knowledge of

the history of the war, for the majority of them, thouoh they had

-been in Vietnam, had not studied the war in any comprehensive

scholarly way. But, unlike the students, they entered the class
with a full awareness that they were an important component of the
subject being studied. If the class was an analysis and interpre-
tation of the Vietnam War, and its impact on American values, they
were included in its scope. And they, like the students, began
using the materials of the class, schematized by the Tuesday/
Thursday schedule, to formulate and/or deepen and extend their own

responses to the war.

Since the two groups were engaged in these processes of
assimilation and interpretation toaether, the class came to serve
as a nexus point between the warriors and the students, and even-
tually between the warriors and the students and those who had re-
fused to become warriors, and then between the warriors and the
students and those who had refused to become warriors and the Viet-
namese people who had left their homeland, foilowina the war, to
live in the United States. Before long, the subject under discus-
sion was approached througch the multi-layered dialogue that was

transpiring between these various groups of interested parties.

Paul Fussell writes in his award-winning The Great Var and
Modern Memory that it was exceedingly difficult for the military
strategists in World War 1 to know how to fight the war until they

had been ¢iven strong and effective assistance in knowing how to

171



portray or depict the war. It is as if the visualization of a war
needs to be created before the persons directly involved in it can
know what action is appropriate. A portion of this same interpretive
sequence is implicit in the class on the Vietnam War. When the war-
riors were there, and when the warriors returned, they repeatediy at-
tested that "it don't mean nothin'." Usina Fussell's insiohts, we
can interpret this statement to be communicatino an important literal
truth. To say that the war doesn't mean anythino is to acknowledae
that one can't or, at least, hasn’t yet found any meanina in it. And
this miaht mean that the event transcends meanina, or that it is in
conflict with the usual or expected patterns of meanina, or, perhaps,
that it stands as an affront to or an assault upon meanina. BRut the
experience of the warriors was shared by millions of people who wit-
nessed the war from afar, that is, from home. For them, too, the war
didn't mean what wars are expected to mean. The tested analocs that
make wars meaninaful could not easilv be applied to the instance of
the Vietnam War. The political and socio-psycholonical conflict con-
cerning the propriety and morality of the United States military $n-
volvement in Southeast Asian ran so deep and was so pervasive within
the society that whatever traditional meanine can be attributed to war-
fare was never strong enouch to break through the conflict. <o the
Vietnam War “"didn't mean," and "it don't mean..." for many who foucht,

and for many encaged in the war at home.

At the time, hawks complained that the war didn't mean because
the interference of the protestors at home was strono enouch to cripple

the military effort by a persistent second-ouessina. And the doves at
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home complained that because the war didn't mean, the war should be
halted, and the troops returned home, because it wasn't a war at
atl, but, instead, a misquided and mistaken mititary escapade in-
spired by a penchant for ideoloanical imperialism and/or excessive
" fears about potential threats to the nation's vitality. And when
the war didn't mean for hawks and doves, the war didn't mean for
the society either. And, in quick succession, the society didn't
mean, and the country didn't mean, and everyone who carried responsi-

bility -- warriors, protestors, strategists -- became victims of the event.

The principle may hold here too, as Paul Fussell has illustrated,
that wars don't mean until they have been appropriately visualized.
That is, there can be no compelling understandina unless and until
there is also appropriate, effective and compellina depiction and
portrayal. And, if this be the case, then a class on "the impact
of the Vietnam War" provides the occasion for this interpretive
work to occur. For, one cannot tell the story of the war without
constructing a story to be told. One cannot provide an eye-witness
account without ordering some selected incidents in a way that makes
some sequential narrative sense. For, in tellina the story of the
war, the teller is subject to some of the formal dynamics and require-
ments of the story; that is, the depiction of events and/or expe-
rience is recounted in a manner that comes under the rules of chrono-

toay, plot, suspense, and resolution of plot.

Therefore, what appears to be happening in a class on the im-
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pact of the Vietnam War was that memory (both individual and collec-

tive) was beina tapped while being shaped to bring meaning,-
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after the fact, to an event and a network of experiences that .defied
meaning when they first occurred. And, as the Fussell insight teaches,
it was difficult to make sense of the event until the techniques could
be cultivated by means of which the event could be portrayed and depic-
ted. Confusion prevailed when attempts were made to depict and por-
tray the events as they happened. The interpretive task had to be

accomplished retrospectively.

Thus, to Paul Fussell's insights can be added the cbservations of
Jerome Bruner, the psychologist, that the words and imaces individuals

choose in designing a framework within which to place seemingly uncon-

nected events in their lives shape$ the way they experience life itself.

When Bruner analyzes ways in which human beings both discover and
create meaning, he perceives story-telling to disclose the “recipes
for structuring experience itself,” which interpretive process is
powerfully dependent upon the establishment of “routes into memory."
Bruner proposes that perceptions are "the mental images shaped by the
meaning to the individual of what is perceived." Such mental imaces
open the door to meaning, as it were, and attach content to the mental

framework so that meaning can be aiven opportunity.

When Bruner's proposals about how meanino is acquired are linked
to Fussell's insights into the dynamics of the coanitive process ac-
cording to which wars come to meaning something, one can better ap-
preciate the inherent dynamics of a class on "the impact of the Vietnam
War." The fundamental principle is that the meanina of the war cannot
be grasped until the event is made visual, and the process of

visualization involves the designing of frameworks to establish and
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protect those creative "routes into memory" so that selected mental
images can acquire and carry the status of meaning. The visualiza-

tions of the war that prevailed when the military hostilities were

~occurring were ambiguous, confusing and revoltino. Such visualiza-

tions did not brinag meaning to the war, but only reinforced the
realization that the Vietnam War didn’'t mean in the ways that had
been expected. We call the Vietnam Har "an unfinished war" because
the interpretive visuai work was not complete -- since it presented
only partial pictures -- by the time that direct United States mili-
tary involvement had come to an end. And there was a period of pro-
Tonged silence following the war, a quiet time, when the mental
imacery was being sorted out and sorted through, It took some time
for the development of the visual portrayals to occur. But they
came, little by 1ittle at first, then in rapidly increasino numbers,
as eye-witnesses to the war prepared records of their own recoliec-
tions. Much of this recollective work took the form of first-person
narrative accounts, offered by those who had experienced the war at
close range. And, as they engaged in this manifestly reconstructive
interpretive work, they cultivated trustworthy pathways and routes
into memory, where they selected the appropriate mental images to

envelop the events with meaning.

Along the way, as the national response to the war was gathering
momentum, the classroom came increasincly to serve as the place, the
occasion and the catalyst for this reconstructive interpretive work.
And the sequence that prevailed is one that both Fussell and Bruner

miaht have predicted. The interpretation of the war was offered in
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visual terms first. That is, students were invited to "see it" before
they were expected to begin to understand it. And the veterans them-
selves tried to see it too, by repicturina it, that is, by following
selected pathways into memory so that mental imaces could be formed

so that the experience could be portrayed and depicted., Thus, the
class came to have the function of monitoring the national response

to the war, while serving as a mediur to reflect that response, and
while functionina as an instrument to help shape that response. Under
such circumstances, the monitoring of responses to the war -- which
requires visualizations that had not been conscious before -- came to
acquire a kind of cathartic function. Though, from the beginning,

the educational expectations were simply expository, analytical and
interpretive -- as befits a solid intellectual undertakino -- the
class also acquired some abilities to contribute to the healing pro-
cess. It was the place where healing could occur -- or, more ac-
curately, healing could begin -- since it was a place where the ap-
propriate mental imaces were discovered so that an effective response
to the war could be initiated. For when those who are pursuing such
“routes into memory" came to see their experience in the light of

the visual portrayals they knew to be authentic and compelling, tt was
as if they had found their way home at last. They could return because
they had found meaning. Or was it that they could find meaning be-

cause they had come to a place where they could see where they were?

176




My discussion of this topic at Ume§ will be illustrated by
a carefully-crafted video presentation -- some components of which
have been taken from the "60 Minutes" portraval -- that identifies
some of the teaching stratecies that have been employed. The idea-
tional side of this educational prcoject has been influenced most par-
lticu1ar1y by the insights of Paul Fussell, Jerome Rruner, Studs Terke]
(with his concentration on "the wisdom of ordinary Pmericans"), Pobert
Hutchins (with ris proposals about "the learnina society"), the
onaoina research on imace psycholoay (A. Ahsen, Buckler, Sklare, Hil-
oard, and other post-Lockean theorists), and the transtation and
harmonization of all of these into compellina pedaooaical self-
consciousness. What we have Tearned about the role of disciplined

"routes into memory" in coming to terms with "The Impact of the Vietnam

¥ar" can also be employed as a reljable way of creatina sense reoarding
other traumatic and/or still unsettled social, political and cultural

events.
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