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ABSTRACT

Focusing upon American veterans’ depictions of the US
intervention in Vietnam and its aftermath, this thesis argues that bodies
and issues concemning embodiment form the epicentre of these
representations.

Chapter One uses narratives by Ron Kovic, John Ketwig, Philip
Caputo and others to illustrate that military training is a transformative
process wherein the recruit’s body serves both as index of, and vehicle
for, his metamorphosis into a soldier. As these authors suggest,
training inculcates a utilitarian attitude towards embodiment: the
soldier's body is, primarily, a disciplined body whose value— and
masculinity—- resides in ‘its’ power to inflict injury upon the ‘enemy’.

As Chapter Two demonstrates, however, such machine-bodies
(and the conceptualisation of embodiment which engendered them)
were ‘out of place’ in-country. Veterans like W.D. Ehrhart, Nathaniel
Tripp, Robert Mason, and Tim O’Brien portray the Vietnam environment
as inherently threatening to the US soldier's corporeal integrity. Viet
Cong and NVA strategies also disempowered the American soldier,
challenging his faith in the innate superiority of the machine-body.

Confronting injury further undermined the soldier's sense of
corporeal invulnerability. Chapter Three considers the wounding, and
treatment, of American casualties of Vietnam, arguing that narratives by

Caputo, Kovic, and (ex-Navy surgeon) John Parrish ‘recover’ aspects of
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injury excluded from officially-sanctioned discourse. Chapter Four
extends this scrutiny of wounding, exploring its interpretation both in-
country and ‘back home’, and highlighting Kovic's depiction of injury
and its consequences in Bom on the Fourth of July (1976).

Chapter Five demonstrates that encounters with irreparable
corporeal damage are imbued with a sense of crisis: such wounding
simultaneously demands and resists representation. Texts by O’Brien,
Kovic and others are considered as ‘trauma narratives’ here, and a
connection is made between writing-as-retrieval, and the potential of
narrativisation to promote psychical recuperation, both for veterans

themselves and also, perhaps, for US society generally.
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PREFACE

Interest in the body as a topic of intellectual debate has
increased markedly in the last decade and this concern is evident in the
work of British scholars, as demonstrated by the appearance of the first
issue of the now flourishing journal Body & Society in 1995, and the
popularity of events such as the ‘After the Body conference at
Manchester University in June 1998. However, while a wide range of
commentators who have discussed the American experience in
Vietnam draw attention to issues connected with the body, no in-depth
study has yet been carried out with regard to the pivotal, yet complex,
role of bodies and notions of embodiment within the narratives
produced by those who fought there. This is not to say that | have been
working completely in isolation, nor that every aspect of the argument
presented here is entirely original. Indeed, at a late stage of my
research | encountered a study by the American scholar Michael Bibby,
entitted Hearts and Minds: Bodies, Poetry, and Resistance in the
Vietnam Era (1996). In its discussion of ‘the Vietnam-era oppositional
politics of corporeality’ within Gl Resistance poetry, this work provides a
crossover, at times, with my own arguments regarding the concern with
the body that exists at the epicentre of veterans’ narrative
representations of the in-country experience and its aftermath.' As
Bibby’s study focuses upon the poetry of three activist groups— Black
Liberationists, Women's Liberationists and those in the Gl Resistance

movement— his analysis of Vietham veterans’ work is much less
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extensive than my own. It is significant, though, that his discussion also
draws to the fore issues such as the associations pertaining to
militarised bodies within US culture, the function of military training in
reshaping the soldier's attitude towards his own embodiment, and
veterans’ focus upon bodily mutilation in their representations of the
war. These are areas that | consider in much greater depth here, and
hence our two studies serve to complement and reinforce, rather than
to detract from, each other.

Even today, the American perspective on the war is a limited,
and limiting, one. Since, for the most part, | am referring specifically to
American representations of the in-country experience and its
aftermath, the view of the war provided here is necessarily restricted
and partial. As Rick Berg and John Carlos Rowe rightly note in their
Introduction to The Vietnam War and American Culture (1991),
Americans tend to think of ‘Vietnam’ in terms of their own losses.’
Hence, while my analysis demonstrates that the texts provided by
veterans operate as countemarratives to dominant modes of cultural
discourse by foregrounding the broken and ruptured bodies produced
by the war, nevertheless they tend to direct the reader’s attention
towards the wounds and injuries suffered by American soldiers, rather
than considering the corporeal damage inflicted upon the Viethamese
combatants and civilians. There are, moreover, limitations to the
accuracy of my study as a representation of American experience as a
whole. Although | refer to a substantial number of veterans’ narratives,

the majority of these, with a few notable exceptions, focus upon the



experience of combat. In reality, as commentator James William
Gibson has pointed out, roughly 90% of Americans who served in
Vietnam did so in a support capacity.> My own research does suggest,
however, that the narratives discussed here are generally
representative of the wider field of depictions of the in-country
experience authored by male American veterans. It might be
contended, then, that there was something about the very nature of
combat in Vietnam that impelled a disproportionate number of those
who participated to articulate their experiences— a notion arguably
borne out by the issues raised in my analysis.

The nature of my project has, perhaps, spawned its own bias,
namely, a tendency in the argument to elide distinctions between the
various groups within the population of Americans who served in
Vietham. As many have noted, one of the effects of the extended
duration of the American intervention was that the military personnel
deployed in the initial stages had significantly different experiences
from those who served fater, both with regard to their time in-country,
and their reception upon return to civilian life.* Moreover, veterans and
commentators alike repeatedly stress that there are discernable
patterns in the relationship between individuals’ gender, race and
cultural backgrounds and their experience of service and its aftermath.
While my analysis has sought to incorporate the perspectives of female
personnel and African-American veterans, | tend to do so at points
where they are relevant to my argument, rather than divorcing their

comments from my general discussion. While there are, obviously,



restrictions to such an approach, | feel that my method here is in
keeping with the purpose of my study, in that its focus is upon the
unifying threads that link various representations of the in-country
experience and its consequences, rather than the distinctions between
them.

My analysis employs an interdisciplinary approach, utilising
resources from a variety of disciplines in conjunction with a range of
narrative renderings of the in-country experience provided by authors
who served in Vietnam during the period of the conflict. While some of
these texts are first-person memoirs, others are fictionalised
representations, and yet others seem to be a blend of the two. While
critics of my study may contend that the apparently ‘factual’ accounts
have more credence than the fictionalised versions, | would argue that
what is at stake here is not the facticity or accuracy of these renderings,
but rather their function and implications as representations. My modus
operandi has been much influenced by arguments provided by James
William Gibson in his lengthy and detailed study The Perfect War:
Technowar in Vietnam (1986). Here Gibson draws our attention to ‘the
tacit rules govemning “legitimate” knowledge about the war’ and the
manner in which these have ‘marginalized and discredited the warrior’s
knowledge’.> Moreover, he addresses the distinction that has been
made between veterans’ fictional and non-fictional accounts of the war,
highlighting the fact that ‘Novels and poems, as “fictional works,” are
customarily discredited as sources for cognitive claims.”® Gibson

himself, however, suggests that such divisions among veterans’
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representations are far less important than the crucial link between
them, namely that, whether presented in fictional or autobiographical
form, these renderings of the in-country experience are, in various
ways, at odds with the accounts produced by those ‘at the top of the
stratification system’. These ‘war managers’, Gibson argues, ‘had a
virtual monopoly on socially accepted “scientific* knowledge’ concerning
the US intervention in Vietnam and thus, he contends, ‘The warrior's
knowledge falls under Michel Foucault's conception of “subjugated
knowledges™.”” In the light of this, he states:
What the warriors and their close observers have told us
about the war is far more important than the question of
whether they wrote “fiction” or “nonfiction”. All forms of
discourse can serve as ways to make serious claims
concerning important facts or concepts, claims worthy of
scholarly consideration.?
Gibson's points are particularly pertinent here for, as my study
demonstrates, both the autobiographical and the fictional narratives that
| examine draw attention to issues omitted from, or masked by,
officially-sanctioned versions of the war.
My discussion begins with an analysis of the military training of
US combat troops and support personnel prior to their deployment in
Vietnam, highlighting the manner in which the body of the recruit acts
as the focal point in the process of 'becoming’ a soldier. | take as my
starting point Michel Foucault's observation that the soldier-identity

demands a particular form of embodiment within Western culture, and |

argue that the military preparation for Vietham entails the use of the
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recruit’s body both as an index of, and a vehicle for, his conversion
from civilian into soldier.’

My discussion of the tactics employed by the American military
to effect the desired metamorphosis makes reference to the
descriptions of training provided in narratives by veterans such as Ron
Kovic and John Ketwig, drawing attention to a similarity between the
treatment of military recruits and the ritualistic degradation of the bodies
of inmates of Nazi concentration camps.'® Indeed, veterans such as
Tim O’Brien exploit this parallel in their textual representations in order

' As my

to highlight their sense of disempowerment during training.’
consideration of the strategic use of physical punishment by Drill
Instructors  demonstrates, however, there are crucial distinctions
between recruits’ experiences and those of camp inmates. Drawing
upon Kali Tal's suggestion that basic training is intended to engender
trauma in the recruit as a means to effect his transformation, | contend
that this psychological distress is induced specifically through the
treatment of his body.'> However, while military training is frequently
described in terms of an enforced regimen to which recruits are

subjected, my discussion shows that they, too, have an important part
to play in their metamorphosis into soldiers.

As my argument illustrates, factors specific to the Vietham
conflict made it necessary for the US soldier to conduct, and to
conceptualise, his body in particular ways. The American military
attempted to refashion both the bodies and the behaviours of recruits in

accordance with idealised (and, as various commentators have



Xiii

emphasised, profoundly misogynistic) models of masculinity and male
embodiment. With reference to the work of theorists Antony Easthope
and Klaus Theweleit, my argument demonstrates that the American
military sought to mould the bodies of recruits into hard, closed,
machine-bodies, through the promotion of an ethic of extreme self-
discipline and the equation of the ‘value’ of the soldier's body with its

utilitarian potential.’®

Moreover, military training, | argue, encouraged
recruits to base their sense of their own masculinity not only upon their
heightened level of physical endurance, but also upon their ability to
inflict injury upon other bodies.

The opening sections of my second chapter refer to a range of
narrative accounts and interviews with veterans and support personnel
to show that arival in-country was often a disorientating experience.
The analysis is complemented by the incorporation of comments by
female veterans, many of whom served either as military or civilian
nurses. Unaccustomed to this tropical milieu, Americans frequently
emphasise their response of physical repulsion when recaliing their first
encounter with the in-country environment. As my discussion details,
the depiction of Vietnam not only as alien and other, but also as
inherently threatening to the health and welfare of the American soldier,
prevails both in the narratives provided by veterans and the officially-
sanctioned reports produced by military commentators. Having
highlighted the presentation of the in-country environment as a squalid

and pestilent place, | then consider a scenario from Tim O'Brien’s The

Things They Camied (1991) as a means to suggest that veterans’
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narrativisations of the Vietham experience exploit both the literal and
the symbolic. implications of the soldier’s. confrontation with detritus.in-
country.™

The conceptualisation of the environment as enemy is, |
contend, a.crucial element in a wide range of narratives. As my
analysis. illustrates, representations of the in-country experience
repeatedly emphasise the American soldier’s difficulty in negotiating the
diverse terrain. Veterans such as Philip Caputo, Gustav Hasford,
Nathaniel Tripp and Stephen Wright focus specifically on the jungie
setting in their narratives, characterising it as an arena in which the
soldier's corporeal integrity is profoundly threatened.” John M. Del
Vecchio and Tim O’Brien depict the jungle as both unremittingly hostile
and yet simultaneously alluring, and as such, it serves within their texts
as the epitome of the in-country environment as enemy. '° The
analysis draws attention to a propensity within the narratives of (male)
combat veterans to gender the in-country environment as female, and
to describe it in corporeal terms. Such depictions of Vietnam, | argue,
not only serve to underscore its threatening quality, but also carry
profoundly destructive implications both for the landscape itself and for
those who inhabit it.

The relationship between the US soldier and the in-country
environment was, | argue, shaped by the specific mode of combat itself.
Reference to a range of veterans’ accounts evidences not only that the
soldier frequently experienced his body as a liability here, but also that

circumstances often rendered him a potential target for an elusive



enemy. As the closing portions of this chapter illustrate, the soldier
suffered a profound sense of loss/lack of control over his own body
within the combat zone. The tactics utilised by hostile Vietnamese
forces further heightened his awareness that corporeal frailty could not
only overwhelm American militarised bodies, but could also threaten to
undermine the very principles that had seemed to guarantee the
supremacy of this form of embodiment.

As many critics and commentators have argued, there are both
links and discrepancies between the war in Vietnam and prior combat
situations. Having drawn the reader’s attention to the peculiarities of
the nature of combat, I begin the third chapter by citing military-medical
reports which indicate a disparity between the wounds inflicted upon US
soldiers in earlier wars and those sustained in Vietnam. As military
commentator Major General Spurgeon Neel has stated, 'The problems
which medical personnel in Vietham encountered were more
complicated than before'.'” In response, as my analysis details, the
American military devised a system of treatment for their casualties
which was so effective that it actually resulted in a far iower mortality
rate for the wounded than in previous wars.

While officially-sanctioned accounts of the treatment of
American casualties celebrate the triumph of military medicine in the
Vietnam context, my analysis demonstrates that veterans’ narratives
tend to provide a much more disillusioned perspective on the injuries
suffered by US soldiers in-country. Although the frequency of

encounters with ruptured bodies varied considerably among



servicemen, the emphasis upon the disturbing impact of such
occurrences is common to a wide range of veterans’ representations of
the in-country experience. As my argument illustrates, the witnessing
of instances of bodily injury involved not only a confrontation with
corporeal frailty, but also an experience of abjection, the nature and
implications of which are examined with reference both to the work of
Julia Kristeva, and also to the discussions of trauma by Kali Tal and
Robert Jay Lifton.'®

| consider in particular the narrative accounts of Philip Caputo,
John Parrish and Ron Kovic to illustrate that certain details concerning
bodily wounds and wounded bodies, having been excluded from the
ofﬁciélly-sanctioned reports, resurface in veterans’ representations.
Caputo's A Rumor of War (1978) foregrounds the difficulties that
soldiers confronted when encountering (and attempting to describe)
instances of severe injury in-country. Parrish's Jounal of a Plague
Year (1979) not only provides extensive descriptions of the wounds that
he had to treat while serving as a Navy doctor in Vietnam, but also
points out the limitations of military medicine’s restorative/recuperative
capabilities within this context.'® An in-depth discussion of Kovic's Bom
on the Fourth of July (1976) later in the chapter considers both the
experience of injury and that of military-medical management from the
perspective of the wounded soldier himself. As my analysis
emphasises, Kovic presents himself as one of those individuals whose

wounds would have proved fatal in previous wars, and hence his



narrative alerts us to the consequences of survival for the irreparably
damaged.

Having elucidated the nature of the injuries inflicted upon
American soldiers in Vietham, | then examine the interpretation of this
corporeal damage. While the discussion in Chapter Four focuses
mainly upon the significance of bodily wounds and wounded bodies
within the in-country context, the closing portion reflects upon the
connotations of the mangled bodies of veterans following their return to
the US. | begin by considering the effects and implications of the use
of the body count as a criterion for judging the progress of the US
military effort in Vietnam. As | detailed in my third chapter, the
reducing of the dead and wounded to numbers had the effect of
masking both the humanity of these individuals and the viscerality of
their injuries. What is more, the emphasis upon the body count
undermined the notion that the human body has intrinsic value in itself.

Several commentators have pointed out that the intense focus
upon the body count by military decision-makers created an
atmosphere which encouraged the deliberate desecration by US
soldiers of the bodies of dead Vietnamese. | contend that this
manipulation and/or mutilation of corpses had complex connotations,
and my analysis draws upon Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of camival in
order to elucidate the significance and implications of such
transgressive behaviour. Indicating both the similarites and the
differences between Vietnam and prior combat situations with regard to

the treatment of the bodies of ‘enemy’ dead, | refer to the work of Lifton,
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Easthope and Theweleit to suggest that such behaviours may in fact
represent an (unconscious, and ultimately misguided) attempt on the
part of the US soldier to express and/or negotiate the uncomfortable
paradoxes pertaining to bodies in Vietnam.

As my analysis demonstrates, the interpretation of corporeal
damage was fraught with ambiguity within this context. Consequently, |
argue, the American military sought to manage the ‘reading’ of the
bodies of their own dead and wounded both in-country and following
their return to the US. References to Bomn on the Fourth of July detail
the manner in which paraplegic veteran Ron Kovic found his authority
over his irreparably damaged body contested, as others sought to
manipulate the symbolic significance of his injuries for their own ends.
It is my contention that Kovic’s narrative itself enacts a form of ‘return of
the repressed’ through its expression of the physical reality and
implications of the incurable injuries that resulted from combat in
Vietnam, aspects evaded/suppressed within officially-sanctioned
discourses. However, the subversive potential of Kovic's deliberate
display of his own damaged body and articulation of his experiences is,
| suggest, tempered by his reactionary notions of masculinity and his
interpretation of his bodily paralysis in terms of failure, loss and

catastrophe.

in my concluding chapter, | turn my attention to the process of
narrativisation itself, arguing that veterans’ focus upon the body in the
stories that they write or tell about the in-country experience affects the

very form of these representations. The notion of recovery- both as
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retrieval and as recuperation— is of much importance to my discussion
here, as | show how veterans’ discursive salvaging and articulation of
their in-country encounters with irreparably wounded bodies may
function as a means for them to deal with the disturbing impact of these
experiences. With reference to Arthur W. Frank’s notion of the
‘wounded storyteller’, | outline the ways in which Kovic's contingent
embodiment defines the style and structure of his narrative rendering of
the experience of injury and its aftermath.?’ Having already described
how Western medical thought and practice assumes governance over
the bodies of its patients in my third chapter, | suggest here that Kovic's
narrativisation of his experience serves as a means for him to recover
his own voice. Moreover, | argue, Bom on the Fourth of July discusses
in detail the fragile nature of human embodiment, an issue generally
suppressed within US culture.

As my previous chapters iliustrated, a range of veterans
emphasise the ungrounding impact of encountering irreparable bodily
wounding. | argue here that the traumatic effect of such encounters is
due to the fact that they provoke in the survivor a realisation of his/her
own corporeal vulnerability. Referring again to Kali Tal's work and to
the theories of Judith Lewis Hemman, | outline certain key aspects of
traumatic experience, and the type of memory that it provokes, in order
to highlight the problems faced by veterans who seek to represent
adequately the in-country experience and its aftermath.2' As my
analysis demonstrates, veterans attempting to express previously

hidden truths concerning bodily wounding in their narratives repeatedly



foreground their difficulty in doing so, and hence, in many cases, the
stories that they write or tell overtly reflect upon issues connected with
representation. | focus in particular here upon the work of Tim O’'Brien
and, citing theorist David Aberbach,? highlight the recuperative
potential of the imagination in the depiction of the Viethnam experience
and its consequences. Considering O’Brien’s contention that ‘Stories
can save us’, | suggest that his deliberate cultivation of the medium of
storytelling serves as a means for him not only to face up to, and begin
to deal with, the traumatic impact of his service in Vietnam, but also to
express (and to negotiate) the difficulties faced by Westemn culture (and
particularly American society) in acknowledging and accepting bodily
vulnerability and mortality.

As my five chapters demonstrate, bodies and issues
concerning embodiment form the epicentre of veterans’ narrative
renderings of the in-country experience and its consequences. In the
Afterword to my study, | suggest that this overriding concemn with
bodies is not restricted to the versions of events provided by those who
actually served in the war, but is, in fact, a crucial factor in the ongoing
conceptualisation and representation of the American experience in
Vietnam within US culture more generally.

The propensity of many American veterans to portray the US
soldier as a victim in their representations of service in-country and its
aftermath has been an ongoing issue of concern for me in the research
and writing of this study. Several commentators draw our attention to

the fact that the situation was actually much more complex than this for,



as Kali Tal remarks, ‘The soldier in combat is both victim and
victimizer.2 While | have attempted here to maintain a self-conscious
and critical stance towards veterans’ assuming of the mantie of
victimhood, the reader may feel that a similar bias has, on occasion,
seeped into my own argument, particularly in the later chapters, where |
consider veterans as trauma survivors. Contending with this ‘difficult
terrain’ has not been an easy task. | have, however, been much
encouraged by the remarks made by commentator Lioyd B. Lewis in his
own study The Tainted War: Culture and Identity in Vietnam War
Narratives (1985): 1. . .] sociological understanding implies neither
apologetic nor condemnation. If the argument here suggests sympathy

for the soldiers, it is only to do justice to, not pass judgement upon,

them.'?*



CHAPTER 1
Building The Military Body'

‘To understand what happens to the Gl among the mine fields of My
Lai, you must know something about what happens in America [. . .]
You must understand a thing called basic training’.

Tim O’Brien If I Die in a Combat Zone*

‘Training, like the assembly of a machine, is the search for, the

acquisition of, an efficiency. Here it is a human efficiency’.
Marcel Mauss ‘The Notion of Body Techniques’

In his autobiographical narrative Born on the Fourth of July
(1976), disabled Vietnam veteran Ron Kovic vividly recalls the visit of
representatives from the Marine Corps to his High School. The
immaculate appearance and sober demeanour of the Marines make a
strong impression upon the teenager. Not only do these soldiers
appear superhuman-- ‘almost like statues and not like real men at all'—-
the speech that they give to their assembled audience asserts the
transformative power of military training thus: ‘They told us that day that
the Marine Corps built men- body, mind, and spirit'* In this chapter |
will be discussing the initial preparation® of US combat troops and
support personnel prior to their participation in the Vietnam War.t
Using the descriptions of this training process provided by Vietnam
veterans and others, the analysis will elucidate the manner in which the
body of the recruit acts as the focal point in the process of 'becoming' a

soldier.’



Michel Foucault has highlighted the important changes that
took place in the conception of the soldier between the early-
seventeenth and the late-eighteenth century. He suggests that in the
former historical period a man's soldierly ability was dependent upon
his possession of certain innate characteristics, and that his body acted
as an index of these traits to the observer. By the late-eighteenth
century, however, the soldier is perceived as 'something that can be
made' through a process of military training and the 'inapt’ body of the
recruit is seen to act as the 'formless clay' from which the ideal soldier
can be fashioned.® In these circumstances, the body is invested with a
dual significance for it is perceived both as the outward sign that
necessary changes have occurred, and also as the vehicle for effecting
the desired transformation. It will become increasingly evident that, in
keeping with Foucault's theory, the process of military training in this
context is conceptualised— both by the American military and by the
recruits themselves-- in terms of a progression from a disordered body
(the body of the recruit) to a disciplined body (the body of the soldier).?
As my analysis in this chapter will detail, the US military establishment
employed a range of tactics to transform recruits into soldiers. Such
methods can be summarised as follows: the removai of the recruit's
clothing and other markers of civilian identity, the mapping of spaces
within the training environment; the enforcing of a regimen of

synchronised physical exercise; the use of sporadic physical



‘punishment’ and the promotion of an ethic of self-discipline and bodily
controt.'°

In his brief but influential essay 'From Boot Camp to My Lai'
(1971), Peter Bourne contends that the basic training of US recruits for
combat in Vietham was composed of two distinct parts: an initial
'stripping’ phase which is followed by a 'learning' phase. 'During the
first four weeks of training', Bourne writes, 'the recruit is subjected to a
systematic stripping process in which many elements of his civilian
identity and self-image are deliberately denuded from him'. The means
used by the military to achieve this are outlined by Bourne as follows:

The early weeks of training are characterized by
p_hysical and verbal abuse, humiliation, and a constant
discounting and discrediting of everything in which the
recruit believes and everything which serves to
characterize him as an individual. His head is shaved,
his ability to think independently is scorned, and every
moment of his day is minutely programmed and
scheduled. Even his customary language pattern must
be renounced."

As a psychiatrist primarily interested in making connections
between basic training and the occurrence of battlefield atrocities,
Bourne discusses the 'stripping process' in terms of a psychological
dismantling, an enforced erasure of many of the recruit's beliefs and
ideas. While Bourne implies that the body of the recruit may have a
role to play in this transformation-- thus referring above to the shaving
of heads and to the use of physical punishment-- this is an issue yet to

be explored fully. It is my contention that the 'psychological stripping'

that takes place in basic training is induced primarily via the treatment



of the bodies of military recruits, beginning with their ritualistic
exposure as part of a comprehensive physical stripping exercise.

In Born on the Fourth of July, Ron Kovic describes his
experience of basic training, recounting the degrading 'stripping’
procedure to which he was subjected. These events occur as foliows.
On the first day of training, Kovic and his fellow recruits are herded into
a large hangar where they are ordered to remove their clothing and
other accessories en masse. These items are then packed up in a
numbered box to be shipped home. After hurriedly undressing, the
recruits are taken to have their heads shaved and are then crowded
into hot showers. Under directions from the drill instructor they must
then dress in military-issue clothing. In accordance with Bourne's
theoretical framework, the procedure is carried out in a systematic and
regulated fashion. During these events the men are harassed and
abused by the military personnel in authority. "

Looking at the descriptions of this stripping procedure provided
by Kovic and others, parallels emerge between the treatment of military
recruits and the ritualistic degradation of the bodies of inmates of Nazi
concentration camps, particularly with regard to the ways in which the
bodies of those in both subject groups acted as the focus of attention
for those in authority. It is highly significant that many of the inmates of
the concentration camps had to endure brutal stripping procedures
(practically identical, in many cases, to that described above) upon

their arrival at the various camps™. In seeking to discover the



purposes and effects of the physical stripping exercise and allied
tactics in the preparation of US personnel for deployment to Vietnam, |
have thus found it helpful to refer to accounts of life in the
concentration camps provided by Holocaust survivors and others.

The stripping procedure acted as a means to disorientate
profoundly those subjected to it. In a chapter on the nature of military
training through the ages, within his study Firing Line (1986), Richard
Holmes alerts us to the purpose of the removal of facial hair and the
shaving of recruits’ heads at the outset of the training process. ‘Firstly’,
he states, ‘hairdressing produces a uniformity of appearance which
submerges the recruit's individual identity’. In his description of such
events, Black veteran David Parks, whom Holmes quotes, draws our
attention to the mass of shorn hair ‘all mixed up on the floor together,
white hair, Spanish hair and soul hair— all going the same route’. Thus,
as Holmes has noted, not only does the stripping process serve to
erase the men’s individual distinguishing features, it also functions to
submerge/dissolve markers of racial and cultural identity."*

In addition to this, Holmes suggests, ‘a radical transformation
of appearance helps to impress upon the recruit his change of status’.*®
indeed, veterans have described the impact of the physical stripping
procedure in terms of its inauguration of a larger process of total
transformation. To quote one Vietnam veteran:

They strip you, first your hair. | never saw myself bald
before. Not just your goatee, but your hair [. . ] |

always had a moustache. All of a sudden, no hair on
my lip, no hair on my chin, no hair on my head. Guys |



had been talking to not an hour before [. . .] | didn't
recognise no more {. . .] It was weird how different
people look without their hair. That's the first step.®

A profound sense of estrangement is evident here. As a resuilt
of the physical stripping procedure, the recruits are no longer abie to
identify each other and can barely recognise themselves. A parallel
can be drawn here with the experiences of former concentration camp
inmates such as Ladislaus Ervin-Deutsch, who has written of the
disorientation that such a stripping procedure engenders. Having had
their hair and clothing removed upon arrival at the camp, Ervin-Deutsch
and the other members of his group are ordered to dress in identical
uniforms. Again, a sense of alienation predominates, as individuals are
unable to recognise old friends and even their own family members:

We received tattered underwear, blue and white striped
prisoners' clothing made of linen and similarly striped
round caps. You could not recognise people. It took
some minutes before | found my brother Gabriel and
my friend Paul Engel, with whom | had gone to high
school for eight years. And they were standing right
next to me!"’

It is significant that both concentration camp inmates and
military recruits were forced to dress in ill-fitting uniforms as part of the
induction procedures to which they were subjected. This acted as
another form of humiliation and discomfort, another means to make
them feel distanced from their past lives, to render their sense of
identity problematic and also to estrange them from their fellow group

members. There were, however, additional symbolic implications in

this for the military recruit. The recruits were about to embark upon a



period of rigorous physical (and psychological) training which would
both reshape their physiques and transform their attitude towards their
bodies. At this point in the training process, the majority of the men did
not have the physique nor the self-discipline and physical endurance
required, they did not conform to the prototype of the ideal soldier. Itis
thus symbolically appropriate that the clothes that they had to wear
during this transitionary phase were ill-fitting and uncomfortable.

In order to increase the disorientation of those subjected to the
stripping process, it was essential that the procedure be carried out in
such a way as not to allow them the opportunity to reflect upon or to
adjust to their new situation. Camp guards and drill instructors
prevented the men from resting or from taking a few moments to gather
their thoughts. Max Mannheimer, a survivor of several concentration
camps, vividly recounts the sense of urgency thatv characterised the
stripping procedure; 'Suddenly an iron door is thrown open. Leads to
another room. Prisoners with special functions roar: Get moving!
Faster! [. . .] seems to be the camp idiom. With blows from cudgels we
are driven into an ice cold room under showers’."” Vietnam veterans
such as John Ketwig and Ron Kovic also emphasise the constant
movement of the group of recruits during their initiation into boot camp.
Ketwig recalls being ‘hustied through pale green room after pale green
room, accompanied by the ranting and raving Dis’, having to ‘Run from
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station to station, balancing a mountain of gear’.”™ Ron Kovic writes of

being 'swept along', as on the conveyor belt of an assembly line, as the



freshly-shaven recruits, now 'strange looking’, are ‘Shoved and pushed’
along to the showers. His sense of estrangement and disorientation
evident through his use of third-person narration, a bewildered Kovic
wonders ‘Where were they going? [. . .] What were they becoming?’®®
This expression of confusion, of panic and even of crisis echoes the
testimonies of camp survivors subjected to similar brutal treatment:

We crossed a ditch on a board and stood at the
entrance to a building. The entrance was not very
wide, our rows of five abreast could not get through
without jostling. SS-soldiers and overseers kept guard
at the wide-open gates, and, with their truncheons and
riding-whips, drove the thronging people inside, some
of whom lost their footing or their balance. The blows
did not even appear to be aimed at keeping order.
They merely increased the crowding and breaking up of
the rows and they caused confusion, horror and
helplessness. "What is happening? What will become
of us?"*

Ervin-Deutsch suggests that this disorientation of the camp
inmates was intentional, that the confusion and fear engendered in
them was an essential part, rather than a by-product, of the
conditioning process:

Perhaps it was precisely this helplessness with all the
question marks that was the purpose of this inhuman
treatment. Knocking down the people's self-esteem
with a steam-roller, accustoming them to this nightmare
atmosphere, cutting off all opportunities from the
beginninzg, breaking their will, nipping any resistance in
the bud.

Likewise, so it would seem, for the military recruit. Kali Tal's
theories regarding the nature of traumatic experience in general, and
her comments on the basic training process in particular, are of much

help to the discussion here. In her in-depth analysis of various forms of



'survivor narratives', Worlds of Hurt: Reading the Literatures of Trauma
(1996), Tal argues that a key facet of trauma is its transformative effect.
The trauma survivor, Tal argues, ‘can never entirely return to a state of
previous innocence’.?® In keeping with this notion, the writings of both
Vietnam veterans and Holocaust survivors frequently describe the
stripping process in terms of a watershed or turning point:
Cutting off our hair, removing our ciothing, the
arbitrarily distributed, crumpled prisoner's outfit that
was tight to bursting point or hung loosely like a sack,
the rudeness, the rubber truncheons- all this had
created an insurmountable abyss between our past and
present in just a few hours.?*

According to Tal's line of argument, crucial to an
understanding of the function and the effects of the basic training
process is a realisation that the shock experienced by the military
recruit is not merely incidental but its central aspect, its modus
operandi in fact. Basic training, she states, 'is designed to traumatize
the recruit', for if the key aspect of trauma is its transformative effect,
then the systematic inducing of psychological distress in recruits may
act as a means to bring about their metamorphosis from civilians into
soldiers.”® It is my contention that the military personnel in charge of
the training procedure attempt to engender this anxiety/trauma in the
recruit primarily by treating his body in particular ways, initially through
the physical stripping and shaving routine, and later through the use of
other methods such as physical punishment.

As James R. Ebert has stated, ‘The initial phases of basic

training seemed to resemble nothing more than pointless harassment
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and mindless physical stress. But there was method to the madness’.?
In keeping with this notion, veterans and others have suggested that
the abusive treatment endured by military recruits in preparation for
Vietnam was carried out in a systematic fashion, as a means to achieve
a pre-established goal. To assert that recruits were subjected to what |
will term 'strategic abuse' is not to imply that spontaneous acts of
brutality did not occur, but rather to suggest that the various forms of
abuse inflicted conformed to a pattern, and that all aspects of ill-
treatment worked in conjunction to achieve specific objectives. In his
narrative A Rumor of War (1977), Philip Caputo, a former Officer in the
Marine Corps, has written of the frequency of the physical and
psychological abuse that he and his fellow recruits endured as they
were ‘shouted at, kicked, humiliated and harassed constantly’ during
the training process, while the protagonist-narrator of Gustav Hasford's
Vietham War narrative, The Short-Timers (1979), describes the
physical abuse suffered by the recruits as an organised, even
ritualised, event:
Beatings [. . .] are a routine element of life on Parris
island [. ..] Gunnery Sergeant Gerheim and his three
junior drill instructors administer brutal beatings to
faces, chests, stomachs, and backs. With fists. Or
boots- they kick us in the ass, the kidneys, the ribs, any
part of our bodies upon which a black and purple bruise
won't show. ¥
in his description of the "stripping stage’ of the training process,

Peter Bourne implied that verbal and physical abuse play a central role

in the psychological stripping of recruits that takes place during the
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initial stage of basic training. While | certainly agree with Bourne that
the physical abuse of recruits does further 'strip’ them psychologically, |
also intend to show that the functions and effects of the use of physical
punishmentiviolence in this context are more varied and complex than
this. A brief discussion of several key distinctions between the use of
physical abuse within concentration camps and its use in the military
setting under discussion will enable me to elucidate my contentions in
this respect.

Several important parallels have already emerged with regard
to the treatment of concentration camp prisoners and the methods used
by the US military to prepare men for combat in Vietnam. Both
Holocaust survivors and Vietnam veterans, the analysis has suggested,
expressed similar feelings of anxiety and disorientation as a result of
the physical stripping procedure. For both subject groups these events
frequently resulted in the individual’s sense that he no longer had any
control over his own physical appearance and, by extension, that he no
longer ‘owned’ his own body. The descriptions of the violence
perpetrated by those in authority during the basic training process
again seem to echo the testimonies of former concentration camp
inmates with regard to their brutal treatment at the hands of camp
guards and others. Indeed, several veterans have used concentration
camps as reference points both implicitly and explicitly when discussing
or narrativising their experiences of basic training, in an attempt to

emphasise both the brutality of the training process and also the
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feelings of terror and helplessness that this could provoke. In Tim
O’'Brien’s autobiographical narrative If /| Die in a Combat Zone, for
example, the author writes of regularly experiencing ‘The same
hopeless feeling that overwhelmed inmates of Treblinka’ during his
basic training at Fort Lewis.® However, while there certainly are
paraliels between the use of violence in concentration camps and that
found within the military training environment, there are clearly crucial
distinctions between the two.

In 'Destroying the Iﬁnooent with a Clear Conscience: A
Sociopsychology of the Holocaust' (1980), John P. Sabini and Maury
Silver write of the purposes and effects of the 'perpetual degradation’ of
concentration camp inmates. In order for the guards to be able to treat
the camp inmates in such a brutal manner, the authors state, 'The
captives must somehow not only be labelled as inferior but also must
be made to appear that way'. It was not enough, they argue, for groups
such as Jews and Gypsies to be presented as subhuman within Nazi
propaganda, such individuals somehow had to be made to conform to
this image in actuality. Referring to the theories of Des Pres and
Goffman, Sabini and Silver highlight the ways in which the filthy
conditions and the starvation that camp inmates were forced to endure
served as a means to 'validate' their further brutal treatment in the eyes
of their captors. The emaciated, filthy and wounded bodies of camp
inmates became the focal point for the operation of a self-perpetuating

circular logic, seeming to 'prove' the degeneracy/genetic inferiority of
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these individuals and to bolster notions of Germanic racial superiority.?
For the concentration camp inmate the stripping process was
continuous, its practitioners intended the literal destruction, rather than
the symbolic rebirth, of their subjects. Within the basic training
process, as Robert Jay Lifton (1974) has stated, it is the recruit's
identity as a civilian which is 'eradicated’, whereas the intended
function of many of the concentration camps was the destruction of the
inmates themselves.*® In this manner the Nazis and their agents within
the concentration camps used physical violence as a tool in the
ongoing attempt to break the spirits of the camp inmates, to push them
beyond the limits of their endurance and to degrade them totally.

While, as Bourne has indicated, physical abuse within the
military context functioned as a means to 'strip’ or degrade the recruit,
as Bourne himself points out this degradation was only temporary.
Furthermore, it could be suggested, it was also only partial. Unlike
those in authority in the concentration camps, the US military's ultimate
purpose in the brutal treatment of recruits was not to crush these men's
spirits entirely but rather to reinforce them. ‘Instead of growing weaker
through the long days 1 felt myself taking on strength’, writes veteran
Tobias Wolff of his basic training with the US Army.*' Elsewhere Philip

Caputo states:

The mental and physical abuse had several objectives.
They were calculated first to eliminate the weak [. . .]
But such abuse was also designed to destroy each
man's sense of self-worth, to make him feel worthiess
untit he proved himself equal to the Corps' exacting
standards. And we worked hard to prove that,
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submitted to all sorts of indignities just to demonstrate
that we could take it.*?

Several important issues are at stake here. Caputo suggests
that the abuse received during the early stages of training strips away
the recruit’'s dignity and sense of self as a means to convince him of the
need for his own transformation. Furthermore, Caputo implies that the
strategic violence that the military personnel inflict upon the recruit's
body motivates him to play an active rather than a passive role in his
transformation from civilian into soldier. This would seem to challenge
the assumption implicit in Foucault's comments, quoted earlier, that the
body of the recruit (the 'formless clay'), and indeed the recruit himself,
becomes merely a tabula rasa upon which the will of the military
institution is inscribed. While the violence committed upon the recruit
by his superiors serves to encourage him, as Peter Bourne suggests, to
‘accept his impotence in the face of military discipline', Caputo and
others (particularly those being prepared for duty in the Marine Corps)
have illustrated the ways in which instances of physical abuse also
serve to awaken the recruits' aggressive tendencies.® Vietnam
veteran R. Wayne Eisenhart, writing of his experience of basic training
in the Marine Corps, relates that recruits were ‘brutalized, frustrated,
and cajoled to a flash point of high tension’ by their instructors and that
as a result the men were ‘often stunned by the depths of violence
erupting from within themselves’. He outlines an incident in which,
during hand-to-hand combat training, he violently attacks his

adversary, choking him into submission while biting and gashing him
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on the face. While Eisenhart is horrified by his own actions, he is

highly praised by his instructor.®

Bourne's division of the training process into two mutually
exclusive stages, 'stripping’ and 'learning’, and his relegation of
physical punishment to the former category, could be somewhat
reductive. It can be argued that the physical abuse practised by many
drill instructors and others within the basic training context had an
‘educational’ effect on military recruits. That is to say, it taught them to
think about and to utilise their bodies in specific ways. Veterans and
others frequently foreground the ways in which the violence wrought
upon the bodies of recruits, in combination with a rigorous regimen of
physical exercise, taught them to extend the limits of their physical
endurance:

Now, when Sergeant Gerheim and his junior drill
instructors stomp us we tell them that we love it and to
do it some more. When Sergeant Gerheim commands:
"Okay, ladies, give me fifty squat-thrusts. And some
side-straddle hops. Many, many of them,” we laugh
and then do them.*®

Elsewhere another former Marine, reflecting upon his
experience of basic training, comments on how the violence he
suffered at the hands of his military superiors served several purposes:

| can see how subtle and how insidious ... the changes
are. Because as determined as we were not to
change, we certainly were changed. ... Unless you
had this pressure on you ... somebody beating you
...well, it was good in a way [in that] you found you
were capable of doing much more than you've ever
anticipated you could do ... So, you know, this was a
valuable thing ... [And it] carried throug? into when we
were functioning later on ... in Vietnam.
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Such comments suggest that the physical violence inflicted
upon recruits was a brutal but necessary part of their preparation for
combat in Vietnam. This reasoning is frequently echoed in the remarks
made by military personnel to justify the harsh nature of the training
process. Thus a drill sergeant quoted in Holmes’ Firing Line argues
that, in order to endure the stress of battle, “you have got to have
harassment” during training. While Holmes himself admits that ‘there is
a toughness about basic training that can sometimes become brutality’,
he sees this as necessary for the forming of bonds between the group
members, highlighting ‘a direct link between the harshness of basic
training and the cohesiveness of the group which emerges from it ¥
Nevertheless, the abuse of trainees was an ongoing topic of concern
during this period, both for those within and those outside the military
institution. For example, in 1968, as Ebert has noted, several units at
Fort Lewis took part in a programme intended to curtail the physical
abuse of recruits. Moreover, as Faris points out, the later tfansition to
an ali-volunteer army (1971-1973) invoived the issuing of directives
attempting to eradicate drill instructors’ ridicule and degradation of the
trainees. These later restrictions, however, were widely ignored, and
this was, Faris has suggested, due to the belief that such degradation
was an essential element within the training process.

Veterans themselves are divided as to whether the treatment
they received was excessively abusive. Indeed, experiences of training

vary both with respect to the amount of physical ‘punishment’ inflicted
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and with regard to the recruits’ attitude towards this violence. Ebert
reports that among the veterans he interviewed, gross abuses occurred
only rarely and that only a small minority of those he spoke to
described their training as unreasonably harsh.®® Others such as R.
Wayne Eisenhart, however, oppose this view, arguing that basic
training exacted ‘a high toll in suffering’ and ‘created intense emotional
conflicts’ for many of those who experienced it*® The physical and
psychological abuse inflicted upon recruits as part of the basic training
process, in keeping with Tal’s ‘trauma as transformation’ theory, serves
to further facilitate their metamorphosis into soldiers.  The
psychological distress that this may induce, however, can prove too
great for some. Certainly several of the narratives produced by
veterans make reference to individuals who have died or committed
suicide as a result of the physical and/or psychological pressures of
training.*!

Thus far the analysis has considered the manner in which the
psychological 'stripping’ of the recruit is induced via the
undressing/exposure of his body, and has outlined the functions of
physical abuse in the early stages of the basic training process. | have
also suggested that while military training is frequently described in
terms of an enforced regimen to which the (bodies of) recruits are
subjected, the recruits also have a part to play in their own
metamorphosis into soldiers. The latter part of the analysis will

consider in more depth the notion that the militarised body that is the
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intended end product of training is disciplined, to varying degrees, both
from within and without, examining the ways in which the adoption of an
ethic of self-discipline is enforced within the training process. As the
analysis progresses there will be an increasing focus upon the fact that
the transformation from civilian to soldier is conceptualised in terms of
a progression from a disordered body (the body of the recruit) to a
disciplined body (the body of the soldier). The closing sections of the
chapter will outline the physical characteristics and the concept of
embodiment pertaining to the soldier-body, drawing to the fore some of
the implications of such qualities and attitudes for individuals thus
transformed. As a means to explore these notions further, | want to
turn my attention now to the manner in which the mapping of the
training environment and the ordered positioning of the bodies of
recruits within this space further facilitate the conversion of the recruit
into the soldier.

immediately upon arrival at boot camp, the recruit must
conform to/confine himself within a pre-existing rubric, which dictates
the positioning of his body. Having stepped off the bus at the training
centre, the recruits in Richard Currey's narrative, Fatal Light (1988), are
ordered to stand upon footprints 'painted on the asphalt at regular
intervals'.4? In like fashion, an ex-Marine quoted in Mark Baker's Nam
recalls the first command that the recruits receive as their bus pulls into
the boot camp and a Marine officer climbs onboard announcing: “All

right, you'll grab your bag. You'll get off the bus. You'll fall into the
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yellow footprints painted on the pavement".** The mapping of the
training environment and the focus upon the ordered positioning of the
bodies of recruits within this space are recurrent features of the
preparation of US troops for combat in Vietnam. As they undergo the
physical stripping procedure it is commonplace for recruits to be placed
in an ordered formation by the military personnel in charge of the
exercise. Thus in Fatal Light, Currey describes having to position his
body in a designated area during this procedure: ‘We were marched
into a long armory, Drill Hall 31: white squares on blue-fleck linoleum. |
was assigned a square'. Here the space is literally partitioned as the
grid marked on the floor of the Drill Hall designates the configuration
that the men must adopt *

On one level, this mapping of space serves to establish the
rigid power hierarchy within the boot camp, highlighting the fact that the
recruits, unable to adopt positions of their own choosing with regard to
this space, are powerless within it. In this manner such exercises fulfil
another of the key functions of basic training, which is, as Bourne has
indicated, to engender in the recruit both an awareness and an
acceptance of military discipline.** There are also, however, additional
benefits for the military institution in the use of these procedures in this
context. Analysis with reference to examples of the operation of drill
exercises will serve as evidence that there were features specific to the
combat in Vietnam that necessitated the recruit's development of a

heightened sense of self-consciousness with regard to his own body.
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Philip Caputo's recollections of the early part of his military
training at Officer Candidate School (which he describes as ‘roughly
the equivalent of enlisted boot camp’), focus upon the formation
exercises that were a key element of recruit induction:

What | recall most vividly is close-order drill: the hours
we spent marching in a sun so hot it turned the asphait
field into a viscous mass that stuck to our boots; the
endless hours of being driven and scourged by
McClellan's voice- relentless, compelling obedience, a
voice that embedded itself in our minds until we could
not walk anywhere without hearing it, counting a
rhythmic cadence.*®

Here the men must not only perform the required actions
exactly, moving particular parts of their bodies in specific ways, but
must do so synchronically with other group members. Beyond simply
having to be aware of, and keep in step with, the movements of others,
each recruit must also maintain a measured distance or 'interval’
between himself and his fellow marchers. The Drill Instructor's
intonation of 'Thirty- inches- back- to- breast- forty- inches- shoulder-
to- shoulder' alerts the men to the specificity of the prescribed distance
between group members when marching, and demands their continual
vigilance to ensure that the required gap is maintained.*’

The manner in which this war was fought, both in terms of the
type and nature of the weaponry used and in terms of the way that
combat troops were depioyed, made it necessary for the US soldier to
learn to conduct his body in particular ways. This was a war fought

primarily by ground troops (with aerial back up), a war where success

in combat was judged by body counts and kill ratios, a war with no



21

recognisable ‘front’, where contact with the enemy was sporadic and
often unexpected.*® For the infantryman in Vietnam, the preservation of
a specific distance between himseif and his fellow soldiers when on
patrol was essential for his own self-preservation. The use of explosive
mines and other booby traps by the VC and other hostile forces was
widespread, particularly in the later years of the conflict. By keeping a
standardised gap between themselves and others, soldiers hoped to
minimise the injuries caused should any individual in the platoon
inadvertently detonate one of these devices. In these and other
situations, the positioning of the body within the combat zone was
critical- it could be a life-or-death matter in many cases. For this
reason it was necessary for the recruit's view of his own body to be
transformed via the process of basic training. He could no longer be
allowed to take his embodiment for granted, he had to develop an
awareness of his own body, often to the extent that he regarded 'it' as a
form of object, for he needed to become conscious of and attentive to
the spaces that 'it' occupied and the movements that ‘it' performed.
This heightened awareness of the body was engendered, as has been
suggested, through the repeated performance of synchronised physical
exercises such as drill procedures, and was enhanced further through
the formulation of certain 'rules' regarding bodily conduct within the
combat zone. The Marine captain in charge of preparing John Parrish
and his fellow recruits for their duties as doctors in Vietnam outlines

these dictates as follows:
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Never stand in groups or gather too closely together
when in open country. One incoming round could get
you alll On field manoeuvres, don't give or return
salutes, or wear any rank insignia, because snipers can
use these signs as cues to select out officers for
assassination. Immediately ‘'hit the deck’ when any
loud, unexpected noise occurs. [. . .] An upright,
running body is more likely to be struck by flying
shrapnel than a prone body. Shrapnel goes up and
out. Sleep as near the ground as possible. Sleep
under the ground if possible.
The recruits’ internalisation of these directives, it is suggested, further
facilitates the aforementioned transformation that occurs through basic
training, thus: "Rules for responses that become habits make
soldiers” *

Within the basic training process, then, attention is focused
upon reshaping/redefining the recruit's attitude towards his own
embodiment in order that his life be preserved and the US war effort
maintained. The recruit is encouraged to develop a heightened
perception of his own physicality to the point of disengagement with his
body, for the soldier's consciousness must operate "outside’ of his body
in order to gain a maximum of physical control. Arthur W. Frank has
argued that the cultivation of this 'attitude of dissociation’ on the part of
the miilitary recruit is an essential aspect of the training process. Such
disengagement, he suggests, is characterised by one's [ceasing] to
feel the body's pain or hunger as one's own'. Narrative accounts
provided by US survivors of combat in Vietnam refer frequently to the

sense of dissociation that results from having to 'master' one's own

body and physical responses in order to endure combat conditions.*
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Within basic training, drill instructors and others frequently
highlight the need for recruits to develop endurance above all else--
physical and mental abuse, as discussed earlier, act as key tactics in
promoting this. The recruits whose experience of basic training is
described in Hasford's The Short-Timers are taught that 'Marines run;
they double-time. Or, if the distance to be covered is great, Marines
hump, one foot after the other, one step at a time, for as long as
necessary’. The recruits' internalisation of this ideology of endurance
is evident later in their attitudes and behaviour in-country. On a squad
patrol through the jungle 'Joker', Hasford's narrator, relates:

My body is aching with all the thousand natural shocks
that flesh is heir to after every fiber [sic] of every
muscle is begging you to stop but you choose to
overrule such objections by a force of will stronger than
muscle, bullying your body into taking one more step,
one more step, just one more step.”

As | suggested earlier, while the initial attempt to maximise the
recruit's physical endurance is frequently presented as a project of
mastery on the part of the military institution, the motivation for this
physical discipline is increasingly shifted to the recruit himself as
training progresses.” For the soldier in combat, the struggle for control
of his physical responses takes place on an individual (internal?) level.
That is to say, it is not the institution but the individual who must now
‘overrule’ his own body if he is to survive the conditions of combat. In
Hasford's The Short-Timers, Joker expresses the effects of this

dissociation through the dry, gallows humour, which gained him his

nickname. In the midst of a firefight (gun battle) he relates: ' send
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guard-mail directives to my personal Tactical Area of Responsibility,
which extends to the perimeters of my skin. Dear Feet, tiptoe through
the tulips. Balls, hang in there. Legs, don't do any John Waynes'.
While this humour may function, at times, to divert combat stress for
the soldier, such instances serve to heighten the reader's awareness
that this mind/body dissociation could well have problematic
psychological implications for the individual thus divided.*®

As my analysis has shown, the process of training for combat
in Vietnam compelled recruits to adopt a high level of physical self-
discipline. This facilitated the development of a particular attitude on
the part of these individuals towards their own embodiment. The
similarities noted by Mauss, Foucault and others between training and
industrial production have much to offer with regard to this area of
analysis. 'Training', Mauss states, 'like the assembly of a machine, is
the search for, the acquisition of, an efficiency’.® To demand that
one's body behave in an 'efficient’ manner is to render 'it' machine-like
in itself and such a conception of embodiment is in evidence in the
narratives provided by the US survivors of combat in Vietnam.** While
the implications of the notion of the body of the soidier as a machine
will be picked up again later in my analysis, | will, for the moment, turn
my attention to two paradoxes or points of tension connected with this
issue. The first of these is the tension between the extent to which

training enables the recruit to gain greater control of his own body, and
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the degree to which, through training, his body becomes controlled by
the miilitary institution.

Many veterans equate the basic fraining experience
(particularly in its early stages) with a loss or relinquishing of control,
and several have described this in terms of being consumed
by/absorbed within the institutional machine. The following extended
example, quoted by Susan Jeffords from John Clark Pratit's Vietnam
Voices: Perspectives on the War Years 1941-1982, portrays basic
training as an industrial process and makes explicit the manner in
which the soldier becomes disempowered and dehumanised by the
military institution:

Like any other machine, the green machine [the Army]
is impersonal to your life and death. You are only
another piece of equipment, like a tank or the M-16 you
carry, and your loss would be counted and calculated
only in those terms. The machine would not care that a
man had died, only that another part of its inventory
had been lost and would require replacement, like the
destroyed tank. And like the totaled tank, the Army
would simply put in another order at another factory- a
boot camp, where your replacement was being6 tooled
and trained on a different kind of assembly line.

Within the process of basic training itself, as described by US
combat veterans, it is not unusual for members of the military institution
to fay claim to the ownership/control of the body of the recruit in no
uncertain terms. Thus Sergeant Gerheim tells the assembied recruits
in The Short-Timers "You can give your heart to Jesus but your ass

belongs to the Corps”, while Ron Kovic's drill instructor in Born on the

Fourth of July proclaims "Your souls today may belong to God, but your
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asses belong to the United States Marine Corps!”.”’ While the
instances quoted above might serve to suggest that the soldier is
merely a passive pawn of the military institution, this is an over-
simplified view of events for the recruit has a part to play in his own
transformation into a soldier. The control which he has gained over his
body through the training process, however, can often be
compromised/complicated by the fact that the miilitary institution claims
him as another item within its inventory of combat resources.

The second point of tension that | want to identify concerns the
notion that basic training acts as a bonding experience between fellow
recruits. Lyon and Barbalet contend that particular aspects of the
training process, such as route marches and drill procedures, serve to
'generate relevant feelings and emotions' which unite the members of
the group performing these exercises into a 'collective body'. Certainly
this notion that a group identity is established and maintained through
'engaging aspects of the individual body in a particular and direct
manner' does seem to be supported by the testimonies of former
recruits.”®  Philip Caputo, for example, writes of the sense of
comradeship between himself and his fellow recruits as a result of the
training process: 'Like the marriage of cells in a body, each marine,
each squad, platoon, and company was bonded to the other to form an
entity with a life and spirit all its own, the battalion'. Elsewhere,
however, Caputo's descriptions of the effects of synchronised physical

exercise complicate/render problematic the notion that bonding is
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occurring, for any sense of comradeship is compromised by the

reduction of these individuals to virtual automatons:
The purpose of drill was to instill discipline and team-
work, two of the Corps' cardinal virtues. And by the
third week, we had learned to obey orders instantly and
in unison, without thinking. Each platoon had been
transformed from a group of individuals into one thing:
a machine of which we were merely parts.*®

The attempt to turn recruits into what Parrish describes as 'an
efficient killing machine' on the part of the military institution requires
that they be rendered machine-like.® if the recruit has been stripped of
his emotion and of his humanity in this way, then surely the degree to
which synchronised physical exercise can operate to 'generate relevant
feelings and emotions' is debatable. Arthur W. Frank highlights this
paradox when he states:

The other-relatedness of the disciplined body is
monadic, as the body becomes isolated in its own
performance even if, as in military drill [. . .] the body
performs among others. In drill unlike communal ritual,
the disciplined body may be among others, but it is not
with them.®!

In the light of these contentions it might seem that the recruit
being prepared for combat in Vietnam has little choice but to submit to
the will of his military superiors during the training process. This is not
strictly true, for the narratives written and the stories told by veterans
provide much evidence that there were instances of transgression
against the harsh military regime both within and outside America’s
boot camps at this time. Adam Yarmolinsky, highlighting the sharp

increase in the levels of desertions and AWOLs during the Vietnam
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War period (rising particularly sharply in the later years of the conflict),
writes that ‘the basic fraining of the recruit and sustained military
discipline fail to achieve subordination to authority for increasing
numbers of young men’.® The reasons behind these lapses in
discipline, though varied and complex, are not of concern to me here.
A thorough discussion of the rejection of military authority in this
context, committed both by recruits during their preparation for duty in
Vietnam, and also, in many cases, by soldiers in-country on active
service, is, unfortunately, far beyond the scope of the present analytical
project. A few remarks should be made, however, with regard to the
ways in which the body of the recruit frequently becomes a focal point
for such transgression.*® John Ketwig, for example, in And a Hard Rain
Fell, writes of his ongoing attempts to resist military discipline, aibeit in
a covert manner. Having arrived at boot camp and undergone the
physical stripping procedure, Ketwig and the others in his group are
allotted ten minutes to queue up, eat, and then reassemble in front of
their piles of Army-issue clothing. Ketwig relates:
| managed to stail to the eleven-minute mark, which
gave me a great deal of satisfaction. | vowed never to
respect their limit on time to eat, and | never did. Even
if it was just seconds, | took longer than the allotted
time for every meal | ate at Fort Dix. It was my secret,
my token individuality, and they were never able to strip
it away.®
It is highly significant that Ketwig's rebellion, although more

symbolic than actual, centres upon the act of eating. While the military

seek to achieve the transformation from civilian to soldier via the body
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of the recruit, the recruit who attempts to resist that enforced
metamorphosis does so by reassuming a degree of control over his
bodily activities. Likewise Tim O’Brien, appalled at the brutality of the
training process and at the boorish behaviour of his fellow recruits,
finds token ways to maintain his sense of identity and to keep a
distance from ‘the unconscious, genuflecting herd’, and again these
relate to his reassertion of control over his body:
| mouthed the words, shaping my lips and tongue just
so, perfect deception. But no noise came out. The
failure to bellow “Yes, Drill Sergeant!” was a fist in the
bastard's face. A point for the soul. Standing in
formation after chow, | learned to smoke. It was a
private pleasure. | needed my lungs and ngx personal
taste buds and my own hands and thoughts.

While these covert acts of rebellion may provide the individual
with an outlet for his feelings of resentment, allowing him to ‘resist’
military discipline in a symbolic and ‘safe’ fashion, such behaviour
clearly does little to challenge the prevailing social order within the boot
camp. Indeed, when the behaviour of Ketwig and his fellow recruits
becomes more openly rebellious, the military personnel in command
discipline them harshly. Thus when these recruits hack each other’s
hair off with razor blades in the middle of the night ‘to cheat the army
barbers of their fun’, they are marched outside in their underwear ‘to
await some officer who would decide whether to court-martial us for
“destruction of government property™. In this manner those in authority

attempt to reassert, in no uncertain terms, their ownership/control of the

body of the recruit.®
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The basic training process, as my analysis thus far has
demonstrated, sought to transform civilians into soldiers by using the
body of the recruit both as a vehicle for effecting this metamorphosis
and also as an index that such a change has occurred. As various
commentators have emphasised, the prototype for the body— and the
attitude towards embodiment- that the military sought to
create/promote within recruits gained force from the association of the
soldier-identity with a kind of hypermmasculinity within Western
(specifically US) culture. Veteran authors who describe the training
process frequently foreground the fact that the conversion of civilian
into soldier is explicitly equated— both by the military and within US
culture more generally-- with 'becoming a man’. Consequently, as
Lawson has suggested, 'The thirteen weeks of basic training served as
a rite of passage, the first step toward initiation into manhood’.”
Robert Jay Lifton has commented upon the miilitary's ‘constellation of
super-maleness’, which draws its force from the images and
assumptions conceming ‘manhood’ disseminated within US culture®.
Lifton draws our attention to the values and behaviours associated with
this notion of ‘super-masculinity’ that the Marine Corps’ training regime
serves to engender in its recruits:

[ . ] extreme physical strength and endurance;
channelled brutality and violence which one was
expected first to take and later dish out; blind
obedience to absolute authority and to the
immortalizing entity of the Marines; and the ability to

draw upon that obedient identification (whatever one's
awareness of weakness) to sustain a connection with
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and a feeling of hyperaggressive, numbed, omnipotent
maleness.®

Within this context, masculinity is equated with physical endurance.
‘This ability to prevail in the face of hardship, discomfort, fear, and pain,
to be durable and resilient, is an index of masculinity’, as critic Lioyd B.
Lewis has stated.”” In A Rumor of War, Caputo comments that 'The
essence of the Marine Corps experience [. . .] was pain’. The version
of masculinity prescribed by the Marine Corps (and also, although
perhaps to a lesser extent, by the military generally) is a profoundly
masochistic one, and thus he writes: 'There is an ineradicable streak of
machismo, bordering on masochism, in all marines'.”! ‘Masochism, the
pleasure of being hurt, perfectly combines with the narcissism of the
masculine ego,’ remarks Antony Easthope in his analysis of the myth of
masculinity within popular culture. He explains: ‘if | can hurt my body
freely, by an act of my own will, then my mind is proved to be master of
my body’.”

The military’s attempt to incuicate such attitudes, as Lawson,
Lifton and others have noted, gains force from the anxieties concerning
emasculation, which proliferate within American culture. Such slogans
as "The Marine Corps builds men", Lawson argues, ‘trade openly on
male fear-- the fear of emasculation, of becoming sissified, of losing
one's manhood in front of other men, in short, the fear of becoming a
woman'. Both Lawson and Lifton draw our attention to the use of
misogynistic and homophobic verbal abuse by instructors during basic

training as a means to engender in recruits the preferred ‘masculine’
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attitudes and behaviours. 'Humiliating new recruits in basic training by
calling them "pussies”, "pansies”, "ladies", and "faggots" actualizes this
fear of emasculation, bringing it immediately to the surface’, writes
Lawson.” Robert Jay Lifton’s lengthy comments regarding the extent
to which the ‘coercive death-and-rebirth’ process of basic training relies
upon profoundly misogynistic rhetoric are worth quoting in full here:

As a number of former marines emphasized (and the
same principle applies, if somewhat less extremely, in
the basic training of the other services), confirmation as
a Marine and a man were one and the same; one
became both only upon successfully completing the
training. Until then one was a "snuffy", "pussy”, or
"woman"- terms which, in that environment, had the
connotation of homosexual, coward, female genitalia,
or some undefined non-human female creature. This
debased sexual imagery served the psychological
purpose of providing an intolerable alternative, one
which each man felt to exist within himself and feared
all the more, to the fragile-brutal male-marine ideal.
Thus the Marine Corps was referred to as "the crotch”,
while other branches of the military were called "the
sister services": any woman mentioned was likely to be
named "Susie Rottencrotch” [. . .] to graduate from
contemptible unmanliness- to be confirmed as a Man-
Marine sharing the power of the immortal group- one
had to absorb an image of women as a lower element.’™

'War does not create misogynists’, Lawson has argued, and
she draws our attention to the ‘predisposition to misogyny’ that is ‘built
into the very fabric of American culture’. Highlighting ‘the equation of
virility with violence’ within US society, Lawson quotes from the work of
cultural critic Mark Gerzon who argues that ‘one of the obvious links
between the two [. . .] is the emotion of fear...Only something as
repugnant as being considered a woman or a faggot...is sufficiently

terrifying that men are willing to die to avoid it...This fear of our
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feminine side, the ‘anima’ in Jungian terms, seems inextricably involved
in triggering our capacity for destructiveness’. ‘Trainees in boot camp
are conditioned, by both culture and the military, to see the enemy (and
the enemy within, the Jungian “anima”) in misogynistic terms’, Lawson
continues. Hence, she argues, ‘Killing an enemy in battie may thus
also be an attempt to eradicate the other, more fearsome enemy- the
feminine’.””

As | have already sdggested, the American military institution’s
undertaking to ‘make men’ out of recruits involved both the refashioning
of the bodies of these individuals and the transformation of their
attitude towards their own embodiment. This metamorphosis, as
Caputo describes it, is presented as a conversion from a disordered
body to a disciplined body. Highlighting the physical changes wrought
by the basic training process, Caputo writes: ‘Gone were the shaggy,
somewhat overweight children who had stumbled off the buses at OCS
a long time before. They had been replaced by streamlined marines,
whose hardened limbs were adapted for walking great distances or for
thrusting a bayonet into a man's ribs with ease’. As my analysis
suggested earlier, the soldier is ‘taught to regard his body as a
machine. Here, again, the ‘value’ of the soldier's body is equated with
its utilitarian potential.™
As Caputo’s remarks imply, the corporeal changes achieved via

the training process are gendered ones- the body of the recruit is

transformed from a ‘shaggy’, ‘overweight’ (i.e. ‘soft’, hence ‘feminine’)
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condition, to a ‘streamlined’, ‘hardened’ (thus ‘masculine’) state.
Various commentators have drawn our attention to the ‘gendering’ of
specific corporeal qualities and characteristics within Western society.
‘The physical differences between male and female bodies are
relatively slight, writes Easthope, ‘Only one gene in eighteen is
different, the rest are shared’. Despite (and, perhaps, because of) this
shared ground, he argues, ‘popular culture selects a certain stereotype
to stand for the masculine body’. ‘[T]he self finds its identity in a body
image’, Easthope states, and the prevailing stereotype of the (ideal)
male body is one which is ‘[vlery clear in outline and firm in definition’.
‘So long as there is very little fat, tensed muscle and tight sinew can
give a hard, clear outline to the body’, he writes, ‘Flesh and bone can
pass itself off as a kind of armour’. While Easthope’s analysis focuses
upon the masculine body in general (rather than the militarised body in
particular), the phrasing of his argument (the notion of body as armour)
and the textual example that he provides (from Norman Mailer's The
Naked and the Dead), suggest that the body of the soldier is the
epitome of this ideal form of masculine embodiment-- a hard, closed
body.” ‘For the masculine ego’, Easthope contends, ‘the body can be
used to draw a defensive line between inside and outside’. He
explains:
A hard body will ensure that there are no leakages
across the edges between inner and outer worlds.
Nature, it seems, has betrayed the perimeter of the male
body. It has opened up there a number of gaps and

orifices, though mercifully fewer than the female body.
What holes remain must remain firmly shut, for, as
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Norman Mailer makes clear in his war book The Naked

and the Dead, the first worry for men in combat is

“keeping a tight arsehole.””®

The military establishment adopts this paradigm of idealised

masculine embodiment and seeks to ‘mould’ the bodies of recruits (and
their attitude towards embodiment) to fit this model, which Easthope
describes as ‘the hard, trained, disciplined body under rational
control.” Hence, as is frequently detailed in the narratives of
veterans, instructors repeatedly single out overweight recruits for
verbal and physical abuse during the training process. TTlhere is
invariably a fat kid in every veteran's recollection of boot camp, who
either kills himself in the first two weeks or becomes the
sentimentalized object of everyone's pity’, writes Lawson.* Describing
his induction into basic training, Ron Kovic details the treatment of an
overweight youth who-- when the recruits are provided with uniforms-—-
finds himself unable to get into his trousers:

They were all crowding around the fat guy, all the drill

instructors, there must have been six of them standing

all around that fat kid, circling him for the kill with their

angry stares and one at a time they'd scream into his

ears, laughing at him and cursing him because he

couldn’t fit into his pants.
Despite the fact that many of the assembied recruits find the clothing
provided ill-fitting, the instructors quickly ‘home in’ on this particular
individual, brutally assaulting him:

Now they had him surrounded so you couldn’t see what

was happening, and they were punching him, yeah

punching, he could hear that fat kid shout every time
they jabbed their tight fists into his gut. And now he
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sounded like a little whining three-year-old, he sounded
like a little baby, he was just like a little frightened baby.

This episode serves as another example of the sort of ‘strategic abuse’
| described earlier. Singling out this overweight youth, the instructors

create a spectacle for the assembled recruits:
“Are you gonna cry?” screamed the sergeant. ‘Is that
what's gonna happen? Everybody, | want you to look
at this, look over here, people, | want you to see the

baby cry!”

Everyone looked over to where the fat kid was.®’
Elsewhere, relating his induction into basic training with the
army, John Ketwig recalls that he was giad he was slim as the drill
instructors ‘were harassing the overweight guys’. Ketwig details the
manner in which such harassment was later directed towards a
particular individual, christened ‘Fatso’ by Sergeant Anderson, a
particularly sadistic drill instructor. When ‘Fatso’ collapses during a
two-mile run he is savagely beaten by Sgt. Anderson. Having vomited
on his uniform, ‘Fatso’ is then ordered to strip naked because “You're a
fat pig, and we don't allow pigs to dress like soldiers, boy!”. This
‘exhibition’, Ketwig tells us, ‘served its purpose’ as the assembled
recruits— in terror that they might suffer a similar fate-- ‘ran with all the
conviction holy terror could muster’. ‘Fatso’s’ humiliation continues,
however. Having refused to get back upon his feet and run, ‘Fatso’
must face further verbal abuse, abuse which serves to educate those
present as to the attitude that must be adopted towards corporeal

fallibility. Anderson, representative of the military (masculine) order,

decodes the crisis for the assembled recruits thus: “I know your
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problem. You're fat! Fat! FAT! You're a fat, filthy, fucking pig, aren’t
you, boy?” The transformative power of the training process will,
however, effect the necessary changes, Anderson contends:
Boy, I'm gonna make you a man! You're an animal,
boy! A fat fucking pig! A disgrace to the uniform of the
United States Army! I'll make you a man, pig! I'll get
that weight off you! I'm gonna make you sweat, and cry,
and beg, and bieed, and some day you're gonna be a
soldier. I'll make you a man, and I'll make you a soldier.
Having made an ‘exaggerated inspection’ of ‘Fatso’s’ genitals,
Anderson concludes, “He’s got balls! His fuckin’ stomach hangs over
so you can't see ‘em, but they’re there! Long as he's got balls, | can
work with him!” Anderson then places a cigarette on the ground and
demands that ‘Fatso’ defecate upon it because “We gotta get the
weight off you, son [. . .] which means you'll have to exercise, and
sweat, and ache, and you're gonna have to eat less and shit morel”.
Having completed his task, with much straining and weeping, ‘Fatso’
must then get dressed and carry his excrement away with his bare
hands.%

Though these examples may well be extreme cases, such
incidents draw to the fore several key issues at stake with regard to the
type of body-- and attitude towards embodiment-- necessary to the
soldier-identity in this context. Within the military milieu— where
masculinity is equated with the ‘possession’ of a hard body-- the ‘fat
kid’ is profoundly out of place. By deliberately abusing such individuals

to the point at which they weep, cower and thus become pathetic (i.e.

feminine), the drill instructors concerned identify the ‘threat’ to the
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achievement of Marine (read masculine) status. The soft, flabby,
feminine body-- and the snivelling ‘babyish’ response to physical attack
of one thus embodied— must be rejected if one is to become a soldier
(i.e. a man). In the case of the ‘Fatso’ incident, Sgt. Anderson uses the
situation not only to reassert the nature of military training as
metamorphosis, but also to encode the male genitals as a site/sign of
masculine agency, a motif that my analysis will allude to below.

The rejection of the feminine~ and physical attributes and
attitudes identified as such— is thus an essential element of the quest
for an authentic masculine (in this case military) identity, as Lawson,
Liffton and Easthope have suggested. As Easthope, and others—
notably Klaus Theweleit— have argued, this rejection of the feminine
can be seen as an attempt on the part of the masculine ego to disavow
both the physical frailty of the (male) body and the psychic frailty of the
(male) self. ‘The most important meanings that can attach to the ideal
of the masculine body are unity and permanence’, Easthope has
stated. The exclusion/repression of the feminine is essential to the
maintenance of the masculine ego’s sense of unity, he argues:

At present in the dominant myth the masculine ego is
imagined as closing itself off completely, maintaining
total defence. To be unified it must be masculine all
the way through and so the feminine will always appear
as something other or different and so a security risk.
[. . .] when the feminine seems to have infiltrated within,
as it must do because of the bisexual nature of every

individual, it threatens the whole castle and must be
savagely suppressed.®
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In their foreword to the second volume of Klaus Theweleits Male
Fantasies, subtitted Male Bodies: Psychoanalysing the White Terror
(1978), Jessica Benjamin and Anson Rabinbach summarise a key
aspect of Theweleit's extensive discussion, which is of much interest
with regard to this current line of argument. Theweleit's study, they
state, ‘shows that in this world of war the repudiation of one’s own
body, of femininity, becomes a psychic compuision which associates
masculinity with hardness, destruction and self-denial’® This notion of
the ‘repudiation of one’s own body’ | take to mean the rejection of one’s
own corporeal frailty, that is to say, one’s existence as a penetrable
and-- more importantly—- a damageable entity. Indeed, Theweleit
himself states: ‘The most urgent task of the man of steel is to pursue, to
dam in, and to subdue any force that threatens to transform him back
into that horribly disorganized jumble of flesh, hair, skin, bones,
intestines, and feelings that calls itself human- the human being of old’
(i.e. the pre-transformation self).®

In attempting to refashion the bodies of recruits into hard,
closed, masculine machine-bodies, the US military disavow the
viscerality— and hence the frailty-- of the male body. Moreover, when
Caputo writes of his group’s conversion into ‘streamlined marines,
whose hardened limbs were adapted for walking great distances or for
thrusting a bayonet into a man's ribs with ease’, he highlights the fact
that the masculinity of these bodies depends not only upon their

heightened level of endurance but also upon their power to inflict injury
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on other (softer?) bodies.*® As commentator Milton J. Bates has noted,
‘The soldier is taught to identify with his rifle in its hardness, precision,
and capacity for inflicting death without remorse’.””

Thus the basic training process achieves both physical
metamorphosis-- converting the ‘soft’ flesh of recruits into the hard
bodies of soldiers-- and psychological transformation, as it compels the
recruit to think of his body not only as a machine, but more importantly,
as a weapon. As an ex-Marine quoted in Mark Baker's Nam
comments, . . .] by the time you get to the end of that whole process,
you feel like you're the baddest thing that ever walked the earth’.*®®
‘Armoured’ against injury and the physical privation of war by his ‘hard’
body, the soldier was now ready to enter the in-country environment
where, his training had taught him, his body-as-weapon would serve as
an invulnerable tool guaranteeing his success in defeating the enemy.

To conclude this first chapter, my analysis has shown that the
preparation of US recruits for combat in Vietnam focused upon the
bodies of these individuals in various important ways. The
undressing/exposure of the recruit's body in the initial stage of training,
I have argued, served to facilitate his metamorphosis into a soldier,
both by forcibly erasing the visible markers of his civilian identity and
by inducing a sense of traumatic shock, which, it has been suggested,
had a transformative effect. Violence was inflicted upon recruits in a
strategic manner, in order both to 'strip’ them psychologically and also

to engender in them a particular perception of their bodies. The
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mapping of the training environment, the use of synchronised physical
exercise and the formulation of rules regarding bodily conduct were
designed to induce in the recruit a heightened self-consciousness with
regard to his own body.

Elements specific to the Vietnam conflict-- particularly the
reliance upon ground troops and the high incidence of booby trap
devices-- magnified the level of physical discipline required by US
troops to the point where individuals frequently manifested a strong
sense of dissociation or disengagement with regard to their own
embodiment. Moreover, while the recruit may have gained a
heightened control of his physical responses through training, this is
contested by the ongoing attempts of the military institution to claim
ownership/control of his body. This tension exacerbates the disturbing
psychological implications inherent in the recruit's view of his body as a
machine, and these are magnified further as the possibility for the
recruit to bond meaningfully with others around him is rendered
uncertain. There are, however, | have suggested, instances of
transgression and rebellion against military authority both by the recruit
in boot camp and by the soldier in-country. Thus, while the military
institution attempts to ‘use’ the recruit's body as a vehicle for converting
him from a civilian into a soldier, he may try to reassert his own
individuality and identity, using his body as a means to do so.

Basic training, as we have seen, is portrayed in the narratives

and comments provided by veterans as a transformative process.
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Caputo has described its effect in terms of an ‘evolution’ in the
appearance and attitudes of those subjected to it. While he argues that
‘the most significant changes were not the physical ones’, the
psychological metamorphoses that occurred were, | have argued,
effected primarily through the treatment of the bodies of recruits by the
military institution and the inculcation of a specific (self-disciplined and
utilitarian) attitude within recruits towards their own embodiment.”® The
body of the recruit, as this chapter has demonstrated, served both as a
vehicle to effect the necessary (physical and mental) ‘evolution’ from
civilian to soldier, and as an index of the transformative effect of the
training process. The metamorphosis of civilian into soldier is
represented-- both by the military institution and within US culture more
generally—- as ‘making men’ out of recruits. This conversion is equated
with the shift from a disordered to a disciplined body whose value (and,
in effect, masculinity) resides in ‘its’ power to inflict injury upon the
‘enemy’. As the next chapter will show, however, such machine-bodies
(and the notions of embodiment upon which they were based) were out
of place within the in-country environment. In this milieu, as we shall
see, the US soldier was often forced to confront the fragile nature of the
human body. Moreover, as my analysis will demonstrate, once in-
country he frequently experienced his body not as a weapon, but rather

as a target.
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CHAPTER 2

The Body In-Country

‘We were deep in the land of Oz, a place so strange that only a
cosmic tornado could have brought us there, a place where even the
trees could move and speak, and magic spells lurked everywhere.
[. . .]itwas clear by now that the man behind the curtain was an
incompetent fake, and that even Kansas would never be the same,
should we be so lucky as to make it back. Nonetheless, we kept
trying to kill Munchkins'.

Nathaniel Tripp Father, Soldier, Son: Memoir of a Platoon Leader in
Vietnam'

‘Oh, that terrain! The bloody, maddening uncanniness of it! [. . .]
You were there in a place where you didn’t belong...’
Michael Herr Dispatches?

‘We are in Nowhere’s land. Some green-brown, oblivious place that
looks like shit and feels like shit.’
Unnamed soldier quoted in Mark Baker Nam®

Basic training sought to teach the recruit a heightened level
of self-discipline. In so doing, it engendered in the emergent soldier
a view of his own body as a machine which, when 'used’ in the
prescribed fashion, would function as an effective weapon in
defeating the enemy. Following his arrival in-country, however, he
frequently found that the specific conditions of combat that he
encountered did not 'fit in’ with the patterns of thought and modes of
action that had been established in basic training. This chapter
highlights the manner in which key aspects of combat in Vietnam--

such as the nature of the in-country environment itself*, the specific



methods of combat employed by the US miilitary and the strategies
practised by Vietnamese combatants— had profound consequences
for the ways in which US soldiers conducted and conceptualised
their own bodies (and perceived and related to the bodies of others)
during their time in-country. Such factors, it is suggested, caused
many individuals to experience their bodies not as useful tools, but
rather as cumbersome obstacles which hindered the achievement of
military objectives. As my discussion will argue, the deeply
disturbing quality of the Vietnam experience-- an enduring topic of
interest for critics and commentators-- is inextricably connected with
these issues.

Arrival in-country was, particularly for those serving in the
early stages of the conflict, a disorientating experience. The aptly
titted 'Baptism of Fire' section of Mark Baker's Nam (1981)- a
collection of snippets from his interviews with veterans-- provides us
with a range of veterans' recollections of their initial encounters with
the in-country environment. The majority of these descriptions of
arrival focus upon individuals' sensory impressions of the place, and
many of those interviewed foreground two key aspects of this
encounter. The intensity of temperature is referred to repeatedly:
'When we came off the plane it must have been [over 100 degrees].
There's no air or nothing. | stepped to the door and was drenched';
'It takes your breath away as you step out of the airplane’; 'The door

opens and there's a blast of hot air that drops you to your knees'.
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The presence of an overwhelming, unpleasant odour is also
frequently mentioned: 'It stinks'; 'The place smelled like an old urinal.
Sweaty, stale and dank. All the nasty smells you can imagine'; 'The
thing that | can't forget about Nam was the smell of it...Nothing
smells like Vietnam smells’® Such comments hinge upon these
individuals’ immediate physical responses to the Vietnam milieu.
Unused to such high temperatures and unaccustomed to such
intense odours, the bodies of US personnel reacted violently to
these new surroundings.® Such responses highlight from the outset
a mismatch between the body of the soldier and the environmental
context in which he found himself in Vietnam. In Red Thunder,
Tropic Lightning (1993)-- a study of the experiences of the 25"
Infantry Division of the US Army in Vietnam-- military historian Eric
M. Bergerud alerts us to the ways in which arrival in-country served
as a ‘shock to the system’ for the American soldier. ‘Vietnam is a
quintessential tropical country’, he writes, ‘To most Americans from
milder climes, the fertility and fecundity of that land were unknown’.
Soldiers’ initial encounters with the in-country milieu are often
portrayed as profoundly uncomfortable experiences. The intense
heat and overpowering odour are frequently experienced/described
in terms of an assault upon the body and an attack upon the senses;
hence such representations serve to characterise the Vietnam milieu
not only as strange, alien and other, but also as unpleasant and

profoundly hostile.”
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This perception of the in-country locale as antagonistic and
intimidating extends beyond the soldier's first impressions. In fact,
the conceptualisation of envimnment-as—enémy is a central element
in a wide range of representations of the Vietham experience, as
veterans and other commentators frequently depict the Vietnam
milieu as inherently threatening to the corporeal integrity of the
American soldier. Military-medical commentators repeatedly draw
our attention to the deleterious effects of the climate, which was
particularly extreme in the southern regions. 'South Vietnam has a
typically tropical climate of two seasons: hot and dry and hot and
rainy’, wrote Spurgeon Neel (Deputy Surgeon General of the US
Army in 1972), 'the high ambient temperatures and humidity
adversely affect the efficiency and health of US troops fighting in this
area, and the medical personnel supporting them'.® While high
temperatures had been encountered in earlier combat contexts (the
desert warfare of WWII is one such notable instance), the humidity
levels here posed additional problems. Moreover, the effects of
these conditions were rendered particularly intense due to the
exte