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Abstract
This dissertation investigates the underlying issues in American culture at the time of the
Vietnam War, through the study of three cultural texts. Historically, scholarship on the
Vietnam War tends to focus on the issue of the war itself, and its impact on American
soldiers and society. This dissertation demonstrates that despite the prominence of the
Vietnam War in society, and cultural memory, other key issues did impact on American
culture. Three main texts examined for their representation of American culture are: the
television show M*A*S*H*, the novels In Country and The Things They Carried. Each chapter
discusses the way the texts both represented and evaluated the key cultural concerns of
American society at the time of the Vietnam War. They also identify the ways in which the
texts facilitate societal engagement in culture, and how they enabled processes of healing.
These texts reveal that the United States was undergoing a period of great change and
turmoil, as a result of not only the Vietnam War, but other prominent cultural issues. This
dissertation uses these texts to confirm the relevance of cultural texts as representations of
culture, and also their significance as methods of dealing with trauma.
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Introduction
The hit 1970s American television series M*A*S*H* proved to be one of the most watched
shows in television history. A comedy, it was nevertheless, one of the most influential
cultural texts of the Vietnam War. Produced by Larry Gelbart, the Emmy award-winning
show spanned eleven seasons in total and aired its final episode in 1983, which, with almost
one hundred and six million viewers, is the most watched television series finale in
American history. 1 The high viewership demonstrates the show’s influence within American
society. Although M*A*S*H* retained a distinct and dark comedic tone, it offered
challenging commentary on social issues, politics, social taboos, and crucially, the Vietnam
War. 2 Through a veil of comedic fiction, and the setting of the Korean War two decades
earlier, M*A*S*H* created enough distance between the reality of the Vietnam conflict and
modern society to make the cultural discussions more palatable to the American public. 3 As
a result American society was able to consider the issues at hand, as well as the process of
acknowledging and recovering from the trauma of the war.
M*A*S*H*, the show, was developed primarily for entertainment. It began as Richard
Hooker’s 1968 novel by the same name, and was adapted to film in 1970 by Robert Altman.4
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The film was deeply cynical and revealed darker themes, which did not garner as much
popularity as the television show. The show’s comparatively lighter comedic approach and
more moderate treatment of serious issues lent itself to being more widely acceptable to
the American public. The comedic and fictional nature of the show reflects its role as a
sitcom, which, in an era overwhelmed by the weight of war, was key in drawing people’s
attention away from the traumatic reality. 5 The show ridiculed people and situations, and
depicted a war less directly involved in active combat than was revealed in the daily news or
by returning soldiers.6 In doing so, the show defied traditional sitcom narratives, by
representing war and providing critical commentary on it while the Vietnam War was still
being fought. 7 Rather than reinforcing traditional American cultural ideals, M*A*S*H*
engaged in cultural critical evaluation. 8 In addition to being entertaining, M*A*S*H* played
a significant role in societal engagement with American culture. Gelbart used the show as a
way to represent American culture during the Vietnam period. The characters and themes
depict and address key issues in 1970s American society, with the intention of either
confirming or challenging them. By bringing attention to these societal concerns and
providing commentary and critique, M*A*S*H* enabled people to engage with and
participate in the development of their culture, to address their trauma and come to terms
with personal and cultural healing.
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The key issues that M*A*S*H* addresses are the evolving nature of gender politics, the
changing perceptions of the military and its role within society, the issue of the Vietnam
War itself, and the ever sensitive issue of race. The show addresses these cultural
representations with stylistic devices, dark comedy, and the setting, characters, and events
depicted in each episode. Whether these features are used to confirm or challenge the
existing culture, determines whether they draw attention to issues and facilitating
engagement, or help people process trauma and heal.
In order to understand the culture of a specific time and place, it is necessary to investigate
how the population constructed that culture and operated within it. In recent decades there
has been a shift in the meaning of the term ‘culture’ and what it encompasses within the
field of historical scholarship. 9 The term now refers to all aspects of what constitutes a
culture, from its foundational values and traditions, to popular culture and the traditional
aspects of high culture. In What Is Cultural History? Peter Burke suggests that the
interpretation of ‘culture’ in historical scholarship is now more aligned with the
anthropological concept. In order to discover a culture, the way in which it was expressed by
the people of it, must be analysed. Cultural texts are vital in this process. Culturally
reflective texts reveal people’s thoughts and discussions, what they wrote about, and
ultimately what they considered important enough to represent. Each cultural text reflects
the convictions of those creating it, and bears the influence of the perceptions and beliefs of
the intended audience. While each of the texts examined is a fictional narrative and an
expression of Vietnam War experiences, this does not discount each text’s validity as a
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representation of culture. 10 Creators choose to depict what is relevant, and address issues
prevalent within culture.11 Audiences endorse texts they relate to and perceive as relevant,
and that clearly and accurately depict cultural and social issues they relate to. The use of
fictional narratives as a method of depicting and addressing culture does not reduce the
value of these texts as cultural artefacts.12 Popular culture is the mode most easily
accessible to the general public, and through which they both create and read culture.
While construction of these cultural texts can differ significantly, each text contributes to
the overall process of engagement in culture. Irrespective of their content, cultural texts
enable the author to portray culture, to challenge culture, and frequently, enable others to
engage in culture. 13
This dissertation seeks to investigate the state of American culture at the time of the
Vietnam War. It will read this culture by examining three important cultural texts of the
Vietnam era, focussing on the social issues they address, the way they treat these concerns,
and how the texts make use of their medium to engage in cultural evaluation and healing.
The period of American history dominated by the Vietnam War is one defined by conflict
and uncertainty. 14 The United States engaged in the war in Vietnam from 1955 until 1975,
although the effects of the conflict remained within American society long after the
cessation of fighting. 15 Conflicting stances on the morality and justifiability of the United
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States participation in the conflict were rife within American society. 16 Protests and
demonstrations continued throughout the war, and societal unrest did not come to an end
when the war did. Divisions within society could not be mended until America found a way
to address the substantial impact of the Vietnam War. American society needed to find a
way to accept the Vietnam conflict into its culture and solidify its place in historical
memory. 17 Until it could do so, American society was doomed to remain divided, and
American culture was to remain filled with uncertainty and unresolved trauma. 18
This dissertation discusses a period that has been well researched in historiography.
However, much of that historiography is based around the experiences and attitudes of
soldiers in the Vietnam War, and primarily on American soldiers’ experiences at that.19
Much has been discussed in regards to the causes and trauma of the war, and its impact on
soldiers. 20 Research covering the period immediately following the end of the war reflects
on the reception of veterans back into society. This ignores consideration of American
society as a whole, its experiences and the lasting impact of the war. Most significantly,
these key areas of historiography focus almost exclusively on the Vietnam War as the main
issue facing American society at the time.21 Until recently, this position has neglected other
important cultural concerns that plagued the United States of America before the outbreak
of the Vietnam War, and continued to play a significant role for the duration of the war. 22
16
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This dissertation seeks to investigate this historically undervalued area of historiography by
tracing the development of key social issues throughout cultural texts in order to determine
how existing cultural concerns interacted with the conflict of the Vietnam War, contributing
to the categorical disruption in American society during the 1970s. It is widely
acknowledged that this period in American history is considered tumultuous and conflicted,
defined largely by the Vietnam War. As scholars Andrew Wiest, Mary K. Barbier, and Glenn
Robins observe “… memory of the Vietnam War has been tied to assigning blame because
the war has traditionally been viewed as a mistake and a national tragedy.” 23 This
dissertation aims to investigate through representations in cultural texts, how the broad
range of cultural concerns interacted during the Vietnam War, and with the Vietnam conflict
itself.
While this dissertation examines wider cultural concerns to gain a more comprehensive
understanding of the period, it is limited to an analysis of various issues that were significant
during the period. Due to the limited scale of this research, further investigation into the
background to these issues in American society, and an exploration of why they were
significant, is limited. However, it is hoped that broader interpretations of culture in
Vietnam era America, the key concerns and the variety of sources for reading and evaluating
culture, will prompt further investigation of culture during this period in American history,
outside of traditional scholarship of the war itself.
This dissertation uses three cultural texts to read the culture of Vietnam War era America. It
examines how each text depicts the key cultural concerns and how the texts relate to other
contemporary cultural texts. The three cultural texts examined are each from different

23

Wiest, Barbier and Robins, America and the Vietnam War, 1.

9

periods of the Vietnam period, and address different experiences of the war. Throughout
the Vietnam War era in America, people sought to engage with American culture, and with
the trauma inflicted by the Vietnam War through the creation of cultural texts, as a way of
reconciling the conflict with the repressed culture of American society.24 Certain texts, such
as Gelbarts’ M*A*S*H*, were produced during the course of the war, as a way of addressing
the war and challenge the society it occurred within. Other texts drew from the period of
war, but were produced after the fact, and with the influence of hindsight, as exemplified by
Tim O’Brien’s novel, The Things They Carried. 25 Following the end of the war, a collection of
cultural texts were produced, including Bobbie Ann Mason’s In Country, which reflected the
impact of the war on younger generations and the lasting effects on American society as a
whole. 26 Each cultural text sought to present and criticise American culture at the time, and
facilitate the recovery and healing of society. They aimed to achieve this by presenting
artefacts that were relatable to general American society, and palatable in the way they
addressed controversial topics. 27 The most significant way these cultural texts aimed to
engage society was through the use of characters and situations. Particular themes and
topics were presented for consumption and engagement and key aspects of society were
revealed. By presenting characters that society could relate to, cultural texts ensured that
the general population was able to engage with cultural commentary by including them in
processes of evaluation and healing.

24

Rollins, “Vietnam War,” 422; Heberle, Trauma Artist, 301; Martin, Receptions of War, 5.
Tim O’Brien, The Things They Carried, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1990); Wesley, “Truth and Fiction,” 2.
26
Bobbie Ann Mason, In Country, (New York, Harper Perennial, 2005).
27
Fuchs, Remembering Viet Nam, 11.
25

10

By revealing how M*A*S*H*, In Country, and The Things They Carried each represented
culture and comparing this across the texts, it is possible to establish whether any consistent
cultural themes were established.
Comparisons of these texts and their treatment of cultural concerns is useful in determining
the accuracy and significance of each issue. The issues reflected across all the texts confirm
the prominence of the issue in society. Additionally, the establishment of these cultural
similarities between texts can determine the accuracy of a form of popular culture in
expressing the reality of American culture and representation of cultural concerns. 28 This
dissertation shows that M*A*S*H* is able to fulfil these requirements and is, therefore,
extremely useful as a method of reading and interpreting the culture of Vietnam era
America.
Through its representations of the main cultural concerns of gender politics, the military,
and race relations, M*A*S*H* reflected an American society undergoing a period of great
conflict and transition, struggling to adjust to changes in its traditional culture. These
struggles are representative of the general period of 1970s America.29
M*A*S*H* was also a critical means through which people dealt with the trauma of the
war. The show’s primary role in American popular culture as entertainment suggests that
the show’s intent was to distract people from the issues they faced within society, and in
this context, the issues they faced regarding the Vietnam War. However, given the cynical
and ironic tone of the show, and the creator’s aim of being politically conscious and
reflecting real life, the insightful provocations of cultural concerns draw attention towards
those aspects of society and culture that people would rather ignore. Rather than solely
28
29
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providing the traditional form of escapism typically facilitated by popular culture,
M*A*S*H* forces engagement in cultural and societal concerns. As it participates in cultural
evaluation, the show depicts situations and characters relevant to the Vietnam experience.
Despite the Korean War setting, M*A*S*H* is immersed in the influence of the Vietnam
War by its creators and its intended audience. The anachronism of the show forced its
audiences to keep remembering Vietnam, its impact, and cultural conflict, rather than
allowing them to forget. In distancing itself from the immediate situation of the Vietnam
War, M*A*S*H* still retained aspects of familiarity to American society contemporary to
the Vietnam period.30 This was done in order to retain some relatability for viewers. The
result of this displacement of 1970s American society into the context of the Korean War, is
that the 4077th M*A*S*H* unit is a veritable representation of general American society. By
providing a way to voice the trauma of Vietnam, and as a method of indirect remembering,
M*A*S*H*, tempered by comedy and the distance of a fictional setting, was able to provide
a relatable and palatable means of revisiting Vietnam in order to help people deal with their
personal, and societal healing. Given that the show was so heavily rooted in the context of
the Vietnam War, it is significant that the first three seasons coincided with the final three
years of the Vietnam War, from 1972 to 1975. While the show displays a certain degree of
verisimilitude, there were still limits placed on the show because it was being produced
while the Vietnam War was still being fought. Since the endings of both season three and
the Vietnam War were concurrent, this dissertation will examine only the first three seasons
of the show. This is an apt point in the show to limit analysis as it also constitutes the point
at which several thematic and production changes occur, in particular, a change in direction
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and tone, and the departure of several main characters, such as Captain ‘Trapper’ John
McIntyre and Lieutenant Colonel Henry Blake.
M*A*S*H* does not provide answers to the questions it raises with its challenges to cultural
issues, nor does it identify methods by which people could heal or present representations
of healing. Its purpose is to keep people engaged in cultural processes and to prompt people
into dealing with their trauma, rather than enabling people to forget and avoid healing.31
These processes of cultural representation and engagement in healing are also represented
in Bobbie Ann Mason’s novel, In Country. The main character, Samantha, is the daughter of
a soldier killed in Vietnam, who ritually engages with M*A*S*H* as a way to deal with the
trauma of losing her father, the trauma of a divided society and to relate to her uncle as he
attempts to recover from his war experience. Samantha operates within a society that is still
deeply conflicted and divided by the controversy that was the Vietnam War. In Country
addresses several key cultural issues that affect American society during Samantha’s early
life, in the years following the end of the war. These discussions question the state of
Vietnam era American society. Mason uses the novel to represent the process of personal
and societal healing that encourages similar engagement in cultural concerns and recovery
in the reader. Acknowledgement of M*A*S*H* as a cultural text in In Country, is an
indicator of both the immense influence that M*A*S*H* had on American society, and its
role in the processes of healing. By taking the characters and scenarios of M*A*S*H* and
applying them to her own life, Samantha is able to read the situations and issues around her
in a way that she can relate to and comprehend. This enables her to better understand
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herself, others, and wider society. She uses this knowledge to make decisions and begins to
manage her own healing and life.
Tim O’Brien’s novel, The Things They Carried, treats engagement in cultural issues and
facilitating healing very differently to the other texts. Where M*A*S*H* enables healing, as
revealed by In Country, it does not present representations of healing or facilitate healing
within the show itself. The Things They Carried actually works through the cultural issues
and healing process within the text. The characters are engaging in their own healing, and
through them, so is the author. 32 The Things They Carried depicts several representations of
the issues facing American society. It addresses the same key issues confronted by the other
texts, yet rather than providing political commentary, the novel focuses on coming to terms
with trauma and acknowledgement of key cultural concerns. In order to achieve
engagement in culture, O’Brien poses several questions to the reader. However, despite the
different methods of engaging in cultural concerns and enabling healing, none of the
aforementioned texts provides any definitive answers. 33 They ask questions of their
audiences, they raise concerns, they enable the process of healing, but they require their
audiences to make their own evaluations and come to their own conclusions about issues
and process their own methods of healing.
Above all, none of these Vietnam cultural texts is able to provide any sense or meaning for
the war or the impact it had on American society. They each raise the issue of the meaning
of war, but none provides an answer, or claims to have one. Ultimately, they leave the
audience to make up its own minds but suggest that perhaps there is no meaning to be
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gleaned, and that accepting the lack of meaning is in fact part of the process of moving
forward.
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Chapter One: M*A*S*H*’s Representation of Culture
Gelbart used a variety of characters and situations within the setting of an American Mobile
Army Surgical Hospital based in Korea to portray and address issues within American society
at the time of the Vietnam War. The show, M*A*S*H*, utilises the setting and comedic
genre of the sitcom to create distance from contemporary America for viewers. By
portraying the show in the setting of the Korean War in the 1950s, and using comedic fiction
to moderate the content of the show, it created relative distance from the troubling and
traumatic experiences of 1970s America at the time of production.
The United States of America was in the midst of a period of conflict and transition during
the Vietnam War era and the main issues underlying these cultural conflicts, were depicted
in M*A*S*H* as gender politics, the relevance of the military, and race relations. M*A*S*H*
used characters with controversial and contrasted gender roles as one of the key ways of
bringing attention to these important cultural issues that either confirmed or challenged
existing ideas within society.
Within M*A*S*H*, the issues surrounding gender within American culture in the Vietnam
period, are represented by the nurses. The portrayal of the nurses places emphasis on, and
reveals the progression of, gender equality of the 1970s. The nurses reveal the increasing
freedom and women’s liberation within typically restrictive environments, as was occurring
with the feminist movements and sexual liberation of the 1960s and 1970s. 34 By placing the
representation of contemporary modern women of the 1970s within the context of the
1950s, the contrast becomes even clearer and the progress made in women’s freedom is
clarified. The regulated environment of the military, with clearly defined gender divides of
34
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earlier decades creates the context for the expression of Vietnam era gender politics. 35 The
nurses demonstrate their sexual liberation in particular, and show a blurring of gendered
divides in the camp by the mixing of women and men in tents, bathrooms and, occasionally,
jobs. The representation of nurses in M*A*S*H* reveals the conflict between the relative
freedoms of women in American society by the 1970s with the lingering notions of the rigid,
repressive traditional gender narratives of the 1950s. The nurses are also used by Gelbart to
represent the contrasting standards of acceptable behaviour and treatment of the genders.
Despite progress towards greater women’s liberation, M*A*S*H* was not a representation
of feminism. The show did not call for women to be treated equally within the practice of
medicine, nor did it reduce the enduring importance of the separation of feminine and
masculine roles. Rather than taking up the cause of feminist empowerment, the show
merely represented progress made and the significance of this progress in comparison to
earlier traditional American gender narratives. Regardless of limitations in the depiction of
the empowerment of women in America, the show embraced the contrasting treatment
each gender received, particularly in regards to the context of war, as was relevant to both
the Korean setting, and Vietnam War framework. In the episode ‘There Is Nothing Like A
Nurse’, the 4077th Unit is threatened by an imminent airstrike, and the female members of
the camp are required to evacuate, while the men are required to remain behind. 36 This
brings attention to the discrepancy between genders in war culture that finds male
participation in combat acceptable, though the same level of participation is unacceptable
for women. This representation highlights contradictory standards applied to the different
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genders, while drawing attention to the failure of society and cultural institutions to keep
progress in line with changing social trends and gender culture. The questioning of gender
divisions continues with the depiction of male medical staff as they struggle desperately to
do the work of the nurses when the nurses are evacuated from the camp.37 This depicts
failures of traditional masculinity and its inability to be adaptable, and consequently
undermines the traditional gendered roles and divisions in American society. The sudden
absence of women and femininity highlights the true nature of gendered culture. It reveals
that society, as depicted by the 4077th Unit, depends on the inclusion of all genders.
Similar instances of undermining the traditional gender standards of American society are
demonstrated by Captain ‘Hawkeye’ Pierce and Captain ‘Trapper’ McIntyre. They frequently
display actions and behaviours typically associated with femininity, with the intention of
calling into question the inherent masculinity and femininity of gender culture in American
society. By displaying femininity and refusing to participate in stereotypically masculine
behaviour, the two bring attention to the divided conditions and expectations of the
different genders. 38 Hawkeye and Trapper rarely voluntarily participate in acts of heroism or
bravery, and often perform feminine roles, such as mimicking behaviour of nurses or
stereotypical female relationship behaviour. While they call attention to the traditional
divided gender roles, they also ridicule the standards of masculinity they are expected to
adhere to, particularly within the strictly regulated and traditional culture of the military. 39
They criticise the strict gendered perceptions applied to men within American culture,
calling into question the standard that denotes the gradual liberation of women as
acceptable, yet liberation of masculine constraints as impossible.
37
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The female character, Major ‘Hot Lips’ Houlihan calls into question the traditional gender
divides of American society by challenging the abiding masculine standard inherent within
the context of the military. 40 Hot Lips frequently displays stereotypically masculine traits, in
conjunction with her feminine identity and sexuality. In doing so, she presents a direct
challenge to stereotypical gender roles and divides in American society. Hot Lips participates
in behaviour traditionally associated with masculinity within American culture and displays
extreme competence in times of stress and conflict, more so than her idealistic male
counterpart, Burns. On several occasions Hot Lips assumes effective leadership of the camp,
over Burns, and performs well within the hospital in ways that Burns consistently fails. Her
calmness and competence in stressful war situations, shows her frequently outperforming
her male counterparts and superiors. 41 Her effective and efficient femininity and regular
performance of masculinity fundamentally refutes and undermines the traditional
masculine standard. Despite her feminine identity, she shows women to be equally capable
of fulfilling the same roles as men. Hot Lips defies almost all stereotypical masculine cultural
narratives through her conduct in the episode ‘Aid Station’. 42 During the course of this
episode she is the only volunteer in a group of medical staff sent to relieve a destroyed aid
station near the front lines. The male doctors, Hawkeye, Trapper and Burns, show their
reluctance to go by drawing straws. While working at the aid station, Hot Lips competently
performs surgery on her own, despite her official status as nurse, in life threatening
circumstances, and with few supplies at hand. Her confident and efficient work under
pressure on the front lines is contrasted with scenes of Burns struggling in a fully equipped
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hospital theatre, with no imminent danger to his life. Hot Lips demonstrates the effective
contradiction of traditional gender culture dominated by masculine heroism and
competence, bolstered by perceived feminine unsuitability. She performs the traditional
gendered roles better than the men around her in the same situations while completely
undermining American cultural gender roles. This is also a criticism of the perceived gains of
feminine freedom in American society, particularly in terms of sexual liberation, despite the
enduring state of repressive gender roles. It clarified that women gained freedom, as long as
they remained within their traditionally feminine roles. Through these open contradictions
of stereotypical gender roles, M*A*S*H* defied the traditional role of gender in American
society and revealed the changing gender narrative in 1970s American culture.
There are clearly demonstrated limitations in how M*A*S*H* engaged with American
gender politics of the Vietnam War period, however, there are comparatively few barriers in
the shows portrayal of the changing significance of the military within American society.
M*A*S*H* defied typical television boundaries by depicting narratives critical of the
military, particularly while a major military conflict was actively taking place. The Vietnam
War was a highly controversial conflict that raised significant opposition within American
society. The American military came under sustained criticism as the conflict became a
highly televised event, bringing the public’s attention to the atrocities and questionable
actions taken by the military in Vietnam. In addition to the increasingly poor public opinion
of the military, the strict conditions imposed upon soldiers in Vietnam, and harsh
consequences for those who attempted to avoid conscription, large groups of American
society began to question the role of the military within American society. It had such a
significant influence over international policy and domestic culture that people started to
openly campaign against it. M*A*S*H* actively engaged in this criticism of the American
20

military as part of its anti-war stance. The main way the show achieved this was through the
use of characters that represented aspects of the military narrative, in order to either
confirm or challenge those features of the military.
One of the characters who explicitly represents a rejection of the military is the crossdressing Corporal Maxwell Klinger. He adopts a distinctly feminine identity in order to
challenge and defy traditional military structure and regulation. He constantly attempts to
utilise femininity to express his dissatisfaction with the war and his role in it, and to show an
unwillingness to participate further. Klinger’s challenge to the military reflected the conflict
within society, and the experience of many men in America who were dissatisfied with the
war and sought to be discharged from the military and Vietnam.43 Along with the great
protests and divisions the Vietnam War caused within American society, a number of men
were inspired to evade conscription.44 This represented the societal defiance and rejection
of the role of the military at the time of the Vietnam War. Klinger, while a comedic
challenger of gender roles, represented an important experience for many men during the
Vietnam War in rejecting the military. Klinger draws attention to issues regarding the role of
the military within American culture with his direct defiance of the masculine standard of
the military. 45 He achieves this with his decision to wear women’s clothes and embrace
certain aspects of femininity. He intentionally defies the masculine expectations placed
upon him and uses his femininity to criticise and mock the military, its masculine standards,
harsh regulations, and its influence in American society. Klinger is demonstrably capable of
performing his duties, despite his feminine attire, and so Colonel Blake refuses to discharge
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him based on his clothing and accessories, and the barest surface level hints of femininity.
Klinger attempts to ridicule the military for its rigid and abiding gender separation, by taking
advantage of the inherent discrimination of gender roles in an attempt to force his own
discharge. Blake acknowledges the ridiculousness of the circumstances that would ordinarily
allow Klinger to be sent home for presenting certain gendered behaviour, even though this
is irrelevant to his ability to perform his duties, by supporting Klinger’s feminine charade.
Through Klinger’s feminine actions, M*A*S*H* brings attention to the negative attention
being attributed to the American military within society, and also contradicts the military
culture, while simultaneously mocking it.
Hawkeye and Trapper also represent societal rejection of the military and the war, by
criticising the Korean War, America’s involvement in war, and the place of the military in
society. Both characters frequently embody feminine traits, in a constant attempt to make
their military superiors and colleagues feel uncomfortable, with the overarching goal of
expressing their dissatisfaction with the war and their enforced presence within it. Rather
than committing to an entirely different gender and associated stereotype, as Klinger does,
Hawkeye and Trapper merely blur the lines between femininity and masculinity in defiance
of the rigid gendered expectations of the military structure. They are aware of the
implications of their actions of casual and intentional femininity in the eyes of the military
and seek to defy the expectations placed upon them. Their goal is to undermine the
military, to reject its traditional ideals and mock both its diminishing role in society and its
apparently poor ability to conduct war. For most of the episode ‘Dr. Pierce and Mr. Hyde,’
Hawkeye spends time questioning the purpose of the war, its leaders and the way it was
being run, and constantly poking holes in the arguments typically put forward in defence of
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participation in war, as proffered by Frank. 46 Their defiance of the military is the show’s
attempt to portray both Hawkeye and Trapper’s, and therefore also society’s, immense
dissatisfaction with the war and their forced participation. Moderate acts of defiance
mimicked the sense of rebellion and protest occurring within society in the United States.
Unlike Klinger, Hawkeye and Trapper, who intentionally embrace femininity, the character
Major Frank Burns embodies stereotypically feminine traits with unsuccessful attempts to
present a façade of masculinity. His feminine traits are depicted as undesirable and when
they are combined with his overall uselessness and excessive patriotism, it creates a
character defined by his failure to meet the traditional military expectations of masculinity.
Burns’ character represents both an exaggerated depiction of the military, and also a
criticism of it. In contrast to Hot Lips, who volunteers and participates in the harsh realities
of war at every opportunity, Burns never volunteers and more frequently displays cowardice
rather than bravery or any typical standard of masculinity required by the military. Burns is a
character who wholeheartedly endorses both the traditional gendered expectations of the
military and the significance of the military, while simultaneously failing to fulfil the
standards of the military himself. Burns’ comedic lack of masculinity, ignorance and undying
patriotism, are revealed frequently as he hides in fear in during bombings and sniper fire,
refuses to volunteer, or lies to avoid personal consequence. 47 Burns’ continual submission,
his displays of undesirable feminine traits, and obvious lack of traditional masculinity are
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used to challenge the capability of the military and mock the traditional role of the military
in American society.
Hot Lips’ is also an important character in the shows representation and discussion of the
cultural concern about the military in America. Hot Lips embodies the typical masculine
ideal with willing and enthusiastic participation in war culture. 48 She vigorously supports the
military, its structures and the American presence in Korea, constantly takes charge of
situations which arise in the 4077th Hospital, and volunteers for dangerous, life-threatening
missions, such as relieving a destroyed aid station near the front lines in the episode ‘Aid
Station’. 49 Hot Lips’ ever-present femininity while performing traditional military
expectations better than the men around her inherently undermines the validity of the
repressive military standard. Her competenct and successful performance of military roles
also highlights the ineptitude of the true masculine military representatives, such as Burns.
While M*A*S*H* addresses these key issues in different ways, using a variety of characters,
there is one important issue that was present within American society that is barely
mentioned within the show. Racism was one of the most significant cultural concerns within
America, both in the 1950s and the 1970s. For the issue of race to be left predominantly
unaddressed in M*A*S*H* is a significant omission. The topic of race is covered within the
show, though is almost entirely limited to representations of racism towards people of Asian
heritage. This is generally relevant commentary given that both the Korean War and
Vietnam War concerned Asian peoples. However, the issues concerning the racial treatment
of those who many considered to be America’s enemies, is less relevant to American society
in comparison to the racial concerns more immediately present within the United States.
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There are instances of Hawkeye calling attention to racism towards the Koreans they
encounter, particularly racism displayed by Burns and nurses, and evidence of him strongly
denouncing racism to the point that he bought a Korean girl in order to free her from
servitude. 50 However, there are only brief mentions of racism towards American’s of colour,
such as when a racist white patient insists “Hey, make sure I get the right colour blood, hey
doc,” as he is concerned that the nurse, Ginger, a person of colour, is treating him.51 One of
the only other representations of racism towards non-white Americans is when Burns is so
offended by the presence of an African American soldier that Hawkeye and Trapper invite
the soldier to stay in the tent they share with Burns, in order to highlight Burns’ racism and
challenge it. This is achieved incredibly subtly, through implication, rather than direct verbal
contradictions. This is likely because, in the wake of such conflict and change taking place
within American society, and with such daring contradictions made by the show in regards
to military and war concerns, the most palatable way to present an issue of such magnitude
was to reference it within the context of racism less directly associated with American
society. It would be comparatively easier to embrace condemnation of racism from a
distance than to confront it in American communities. It is important to note the significant
incorporation of racism and challenges to it in the 1970 film, M*A*S*H*, with the inclusion
of the African American surgeon and footballer, Dr. ‘Spearchucker’ Jones. 52 Regardless of
the reasons behind the show’s aversion to such an important topic, it is worth noting the
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exclusion of racism from other key cultural texts, particularly ones which challenged
boundaries in so many other areas of cultural discussion and conflict.
The purpose of representing and challenging these key concerns of Vietnam era American
society was to present the issues facing American culture, and to help audiences engage
with their conflicted society and with topics that were considered taboo or controversial.
Presenting the topics through popular culture made them easier to voice, and to a certain
extent, made the topics easier for many to comprehend. In addition to enabling people to
understand and discuss these important cultural topics, M*A*S*H* was also crucial for its
ability to enable people to confront their trauma and engage in the process of healing. The
distance the show created through the backdrop of the Korean War, and the fictional,
comedic foundation of the shows genre enabled people to more comfortably confront
issues prevalent within American society during the Vietnam War. Although this distance
was key in ensuring that the controversial content was palatable, a certain degree of
anachronism was required in order to reveal aspects of contemporary American culture,
within the context of past culture. The 4077th M*A*S*H* Unit was a key representation of
wider American society. It contained representations of important aspects of society,
various social groups and stereotypes. Within the context of the Korean War, the 4077th
Unit is definitively based in American culture rather than military culture, and constantly
defies appropriate military conduct in favour of American cultural behaviour. 53 The
presentation of key social concerns within a removed, yet relatable, context is significant as
it presents situations and issues that people would much rather forget. Rather than enabling
popular culture to be a way to facilitate avoidance and denial, M*A*S*H* forces issues to be
confronted by its viewers, and prompts them to engage and process the issues and trauma.
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M*A*S*H* encourages and makes possible the acknowledgment of cultural concerns and
trauma. The show presents concerns in a way which enables people to begin considering
the issues plaguing themselves and their society, however it does not depict processes of
actual healing within its content. Rather than guiding audiences through the process of
healing through the show, it merely facilitates the journey of healing and evaluation.
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Chapter Two: In Country’s Representations of Culture
Bobbie Ann Mason’s novel, In Country, is very useful as a way to read the culture of
American during the Vietnam era. 54 It addresses important issues regarding changing
cultures of gender, the military, and race in American society. In Country reinforces the
significance of these concerns for American culture. In Country confirms the processes and
cultural challenges that were prevalent during the Vietnam period and reiterates them in its
own reflection of the Vietnam War era. The novel’s perspective differs from that of
M*A*S*H* as it was published in 1981, and includes the benefit of hindsight. However, it
also allows a broader interpretation of the period, since Mason was able to perceive how
situations developed in their entirety, and includes representation of the subsequent
cultural progress in the period following the Vietnam War and its lingering impact on
American society.
Some of the key ways Mason addresses the main cultural issues of American society, is
through the main character and her relationship to others within the novel. Samantha and
other minor female characters depict a contradiction of traditional gender roles,
stereotypes, and divides. Through the restrictions on participation in war to those who
fulfilled the masculine ideal, the traditional American gender narrative positioned the role of
women and femininity as an ideal that the soldiers were fighting to defend. In Country
reveals that by locating women as the motivation for men to go to war, it obliged women in
American society to be grateful to the men, and perpetuated the gender divides within
American culture. It required women to owe the men for what they experienced, for what
was heralded by society, the military and the culture of war, as being on their behalf.
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Samantha’s mother, Irene, admits that she felt trapped by her apparent debt to her dead
husband and traumatised brother, and by the expectations society had of her as a woman,
wife and mother in the wake of the Vietnam War. 55 Irene’s regret for her wasted life until
she remarries is a criticism of the feminine role in American culture, to be acted upon by
masculine intentions but be allocated no ability to act themselves. Irene then abandons the
female role of being grateful and indebted to the men who went away to fight that was
demanded of her within the gender narrative. Rather than remaining faithful to her
deceased husband, and taking care of her incapacitated brother indefinitely, she moves on
with her own life, processes her own trauma, and remarries. She entirely rejects the
feminine role dictated to her by the lingering culture of gendered roles. In a similar way,
Samantha acts in defiance of the feminine role expected of her within traditional American
gender culture. Rather than fulfilling the expectation that she marry young, have children,
settle down and care for her uncle for the rest of her life, Samantha rejects the path laid out
for her. She follows her dreams of higher education at the expense of her relationship with
her boyfriend, and the stereotypical life laid out for her.
In its own representation of healing, In Country incorporates the show M*A*S*H* into its
plot as a key feature of Samantha’s life. M*A*S*H* is used within the novel as a way
through which Samantha is able process trauma and cultural issues. She applies the
characters and situations from the show to the people and circumstances in her own life, in
order to make them as relatable to her as the show. She then uses her interpretations to
understand the people around her and the situations she finds herself in. Samantha applies
the framework of M*A*S*H* as a coping mechanism for similar situations within her own
life.
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Samantha also uses M*A*S*H* as a method for remembering, rather than ignoring or
denying issues or trauma. Her mother, Irene, tells her to leave her uncle and memories of
her father in the past, to which Samantha implies that Irene merely wants her to forget
about her uncle, her father and the war completely. 56 However, rather than ignoring
trauma, Samantha engages with the trauma and the process of healing and moves forward,
by using the show to relate and remember. Through discussions about M*A*S*H* and
Vietnam representations in popular culture with both Emmett and a love interest named
Tom, Samantha manages to develop an understanding of the true level of trauma
experienced by the soldiers. Significantly, she comes to understand that although she is
frequently told to stop putting stock in fantastical representations of the war, these same
critics cannot provide their own accounts of the war or construct more accurate
representations due to their own trauma and desire to forget. M*A*S*H* voices several
aspects of the war that veterans themselves cannot convey, and it enables them to
remember, within a palatable context, the Vietnam experience without having to relive all
the trauma of their own experiences.
M*A*S*H* does not facilitate healing within the show itself, it merely encourages
engagement in the processes of acknowledgement and healing. It does not work through
these issues, nor does it come to definitive conclusions within the show. It does not provide
Samantha with ways she can approach specific situations. Instead it gives her tools she can
use to relate to various situations she might otherwise struggle to deal with, and from there,
Samantha is able to come to her own conclusions, find her own answers, and make her own
life decisions. Samantha is still forced to do the work of healing and coming to terms with
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the world around her on her own, however the show makes it easier for her to begin this
process.
Throughout the novel, Samantha proceeds to use M*A*S*H* to read social circumstances
and issues, starting with the presence of gender politics within her society. This exemplifies
the significance of M*A*S*H* in society, and its involvement in cultural healing. Through
her analysis of Hot Lips and subsequent comparisons to the women around her, she
identifies the women’s liberation experienced by Hot Lips, and finds that the progress of
those earlier changes within American gender culture to be faltering within her own society.
Where Hot Lips was able to defy and transcend gendered limitations, the women in
Samantha’s life seem to be limited by the same cultural perceptions of gender roles, despite
considerable progress in female freedom and sexual liberation. Samantha uses this
evaluation of gender within her society in order to make her decision to pursue education
and abandon the typical feminine role of early marriage and motherhood. This particular
decision coincides with her receiving a 4077th M*A*S*H* t-shirt and starting to identify with
Hot Lips and her defiance of gender stereotypes within American society.57 In Country, in
addition to constructing its own narratives and criticisms of American culture, also reveals
the importance of M*A*S*H* as a cultural text, through the important and lasting impact
the show had on American society. The novel depicts the same cultural concerns identified
by M*A*S*H* and constructs similar criticisms of American culture. The texts address
cultural concerns and means of dealing with trauma in similar way, which reinforces the
accuracy of M*A*S*H* as a culturally reflective artefact. This positive comparison is
significant for the validity of M*A*S*H* and other forms of popular culture as cultural texts.
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Chapter Three: The Things They Carried’s Representation of Culture
Another cultural text of Vietnam era American society is the novel, The Things They
Carried. 58 The critically acclaimed novel, by author and Vietnam War veteran, Tim O’Brien
attempts the same exploration of Vietnam era culture and encouragement of societal
engagement in cultural concerns and healing as the other cultural texts. 59 The novel is
similar to M*A*S*H* as it depicts the narrator, a soldier named after the author, and his
company as they experience the war in Vietnam. Within the text, various characters and
situations reflect a range of Vietnam experiences, and are used to highlight issues within
American culture, whilst actively challenging them. 60 The text addresses traumatic and
uncomfortable situations and presents them within a fictitious narrative which distances the
reader enough from reality, that the content is palatable. Through these thematic
expressions, O’Brien confronts the major issues he perceives to be pervading American
society since the Vietnam War, particularly certain gender divides and the place and
influence of the military. 61 Unlike the cultural commentary engaged in by the show,
M*A*S*H*, The Things They Carried was not limited to the immediate perspective of
Vietnam, war trauma and culture. The novel makes use of hindsight in its evaluation and
critical representation of American culture, trauma and healing.62 The Things They Carried
offers a cultural text through which American society could confront its trauma and
construct its own evaluation of American culture, including the culture at the time of the
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Vietnam War, and the years following it.63 It differs from M*A*S*H* through its stylistically
unique narrative, which emphasises the trauma of the Vietnam experience over overt
cultural commentary.64
In contrast to M*A*S*H* and its participation in popular culture as an influencer, The Things
They Carried exemplifies the use of literary high culture to deal with cultural concerns and
healing, as the novel earned a place within the classics of Vietnam literature. 65 Despite
recognition of the novel as a foremost piece of Vietnam War literature, this qualification is
in defiance of O’Brien’s intention for the work. 66 Much like the content and thematic
depictions of culture within the novel, the novel itself defies any rigid classifications.
The Things They Carried identifies and reflects similar concepts of the issues of gender
politics, military concerns, and race to those of M*A*S*H* and In Country. The Things They
Carried was written after the end of the Vietnam War, and it reveals the longer term impact
that the conflict had on American society, and uses its perspective to depict the cultural
concerns which came to dominate the Vietnam era. 67 The Things They Carried openly
challenges discrepancies in gendered standards, as presented through the character, Mary
Anne in ‘Sweetheart of the Song Tra Bong’.68 Both her feminine identity and her initial
representation of traditional femininity, followed by subsequent participation in activities
and behaviour which are traditionally masculine contribute to this evaluation and criticism
of gendered stereotypes. Firstly, her femininity and personal transformation into an
uncivilised, violent entity reveals that women are equally as capable at participation in war
63
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as men, implying that through her very being, the perceptions of masculinity in American
gender culture are challenged.69 Secondly, Mary Anne demonstrates the male experience in
order to draw attention to a discrepancy between how men and women are traditionally
treated in regards to war, violence and trauma within American society. 70 Both Rat Kiley’s
audience as he tells the story, and the reader, are shocked by the harsh situation, the drastic
transformation, and are concerned at how such abominable things could be allowed to
happen to a woman in Vietnam.71 However, as Kiley points out “What’s so impossible about
that? She was a girl, that’s all. I mean, if it was a guy, everybody’d say, Hey, no big deal, he
got caught up in the Nam shit…” highlighting the discrepancy regarding the level of trauma
considered acceptable to the different genders. 72 Through the specific use of Mary Anne’s
femininity in depicting the story, O’Brien questions the treatment of females and males
according to the American perceptions of gender. By revealing situations that soldiers were
forced to experience, and the trauma they were forced to bear, through the provocative
character of Mary Anne, O’Brien queries the cultural standard which considers it acceptable
for men to experience such intense and enduring trauma through war, if the very same
situation would be so utterly unacceptable and appalling for a woman to experience. He
stimulates deeper consideration and evaluation of the double standard of trauma by
embodying the impact of war within an unlikely subject, throwing the discrepancy into
greater contrast and making it easier to perceive.
O’Brien also uses characters and situations in The Things They Carried to address and
challenge the traditional expectations and influence of the American military on soldiers and
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society. 73 He draws attention to the conflict that was occurring within society regarding
American participation in the Vietnam conflict, and the subsequent evaluations of the
American military and its role in American politics. 74 The story ‘On The Rainy River’ depicts
the narrator, Tim, as he considers his desire to avoid conscription and participation in a war
he disagrees with, yet being so influenced by the significance of the military in his society
that he decides to fulfil his perceived duty. At the end of the story, the narrator shares his
truth, “I was a coward. I went to war”.75 The internal struggle of the narrator regarding his
engagement with the military and the Vietnam War is representative of the general climate
of participation within American society and changing notions of military culture. 76 Another
way O’Brien addresses the changing perceptions of military culture in American society is
through the titular story ‘The Things They Carried’. 77 It discusses the many physical items
each soldiers carried upon his person in Vietnam, the symbolic objects they carried, the
associated emotional burdens, and the psychological burdens they carried upon their return
home. The theme of the story is continued throughout several other stories in the novel,
with the purpose of drawing attention to the traditional culture of the military, its gendered
expectations of participation and trauma, and its inherent masculinity. The nature of the
psychological burdens are related to the guilt of killing people and of general participation in
the Vietnam War. This is demonstrated in ‘Good Form’ by the narrator’s admission of guilt
for his involvement in the death of a Vietnamese boy. 78 This is important as a direct
contradiction of the heroic narrative inherent within military culture.79 Within traditional
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American military narratives, killing and violence is generally praised, and any notion of guilt
is redundant. By depicting such evident contradictions of these traditional narratives, The
Things They Carried highlights problematic military traditions within Vietnam era American
culture.
One of the key differences between cultural texts is how they enable people to deal with
their own personal healing. The Things They Carried pursues the issue of trauma and healing
differently. In addition to bringing attention to the main issues concerning American society
following the Vietnam War, the novel presents various processes for healing and dealing
with trauma.80 The text itself reflects a process of healing, as O’Brien used his writing to
enable him to deal with his own Vietnam trauma. 81 Through engaging with the trauma
experienced by the characters in the novel, and following them through their journey to
process the trauma and healing, The Things They Carried engages cultural texts as a way to
process culture and come to terms with it, more than M*A*S*H*, or In Country did. 82 Each
of these cultural texts suggests the importance of remembering experiences, people, and
the war, in order to ensure that both individuals and society do not become complacent.
They facilitate a desire to remember and not let repression overwhelm a society in conflict
with itself. However, they leave the responsibility of pursuing, evaluation and healing in the
hands of the audience.83
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Chapter Four: Dealing With Trauma
While The Things They Carried focuses attention on key cultural concerns and represents
processes of healing with which its audience can engage, and actively challenging cultural
issues, the text does not present any remedy or answer to questions it poses. 84 The novel
forces readers to come to their own conclusions about the different social conflicts, and
requires them to be the actors in their own processes of healing. The same is to be said of
both M*A*S*H* and In Country. Neither text works out the answers to issues for their
audiences, despite their desire to assist people to deal with cultural concerns, trauma, and
the Vietnam War. Instead, they provided a way for people to address these concerns and
come to their own conclusions. In light of their attempts to facilitate cultural engagement,
these cultural texts do not claim to have the answers to the concerns they present.85 While
the texts encourage audiences to engage in their own evaluations, they do not insist that
there is any correct way of interpreting the issues, nor do they suggest that there are
answers to be found. 86 If anything, the overall theme depicted across all three cultural texts
is the idea that there is no meaning to be gleaned from consideration of the Vietnam War
and its role in American culture. Coming to terms with the controversial and traumatic
experience is considered vital by all the texts for the healing of society and the stabilisation
and progress of American culture, however they maintain that no meaning will be found
that explains the war or justifies its impact. They suggest that dealing with that frustrating
stalemate of cultural interpretation and personal understanding is one of the most
important steps towards freeing America from the restraints of the tumultuous and
conflicted Vietnam period.
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Conclusion
American culture during the period of the Vietnam War is revealed through certain cultural
texts. Their confirmation and rejection of various cultural concerns reflects changing
attitudes within American society, particularly regarding traditional concepts of gender, the
significance of the military, and race relations, and fundamentally, the Vietnam War.
Despite their different intentions and approaches, the cultural texts of the period each
sought to reveal aspects of American culture and expose them to critical evaluation. Each of
the texts, M*A*S*H*, In Country, and The Things They Carried, discuss the concerns that
each creator perceived to be the key issues facing American society at the time. That each
of the texts addresses the same issues indicates the significance of those concerns within
American society. This is also confirmed by the relative popularity of each of the texts. All
three texts received significant scholarly and cultural acclaim in the decades following their
publications, implying that not only were these cultural concerns considered important
within intellectual spheres, but also within general society.
The culture of America at the time of the Vietnam War and the period that followed is
defined by its internal struggles and conflict over major cultural concerns. The issues of
gender, the military and race had been identified and had been changing for some time,
however the sudden and overwhelming context of the Vietnam War seemed to provide
society with a way of expressing their dissatisfaction, using the Vietnam War in order to
reveal societal conflicts and make cultural criticisms. The war acted as a catalyst which
exposed the underlying conflict within society. It forced people to engage with the issues
facing society and to adjust perceptions of culture. However, it would seem that issues of
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race were too great to be addressed within cultural texts, hence their relative exclusion in
these three texts.
M*A*S*H* pursued representations of each of the issues facing society to varying extents. It
focused its attention on representing the changing nature of gender stereotypes, and on
criticisms of the military, its capabilities and role in society. However, it largely neglected
addressing the issue of race within American society. Each of these issues was directly
addressed with the overarching intention of discussing and critiquing the Vietnam War
while it was occurring. This was the most pressing and visible concern in America. However,
rather than focusing all the attention on the Vietnam War, the show used it as a way of
incorporating wider social discussions.
Similarly, In Country used the Vietnam War and its impact on society to investigate other
underlying issues facing America. The main character investigates the Vietnam War and the
societal conflict surrounding the war, and, by evaluating its lasting impacts, is able to reveal
the way the war affected the other cultural concerns, and the way they developed within
the context of the Vietnam period. The cultural concerns included discussions on gender
politics, and the influence of the military. Like M*A*S*H*, In Country avoids discussion of
race despite the prevalence of racial tension within American culture at the time.
The Things They Carried continues representation of these cultural concerns but similarly
avoids the issues surrounding race. Like the other texts, the novel attempted to address the
culture of America as it really was, not the traditional concepts of culture that society was
both challenging and attempting to salvage.
The significance of these texts each revealing the same aspects of culture and addressing
them in similar ways is that in doing so, they reinforce the relevance of these texts in
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accurately representing American culture, and emphasise their suitability for use as cultural
texts in reference to American culture during the Vietnam War. Audiences identified with
M*A*S*H* and its cultural criticisms, and also engaged strongly with the novels, In Country
and The Things They Carried, over a decade later with similar depictions of the way culture
was impacted by Vietnam. That the same themes and cultural evaluations were reflected
within the later texts reveals the value of M*A*S*H*, and consequently, popular culture as
a cultural text. Representations of culture with the perception of hindsight reinforce the
accuracy of texts like M*A*S*H* as a method of conveying culture.
These cultural texts presented society with the means of engaging with cultural issues. They
gave voice to important concerns, and texts like In Country and The Things They Carried
exemplified processes of managing or recovering from trauma. This societal engagement
was vital for progress in the recovery of American culture, its reconciliation, and social
cohesion.
Most significantly, these texts show that the Vietnam conflict was not the sole issue
dominating in American society. Other cultural concerns were influencing American culture
and fuelling internal conflicts, in addition to the Vietnam War. The numerous
representations of characters in conflict and struggling with various cultural issues reveal
the state of American culture at the time of the Vietnam War. The cultural texts show a
pervading sense of turmoil and uncertainty within American society, with several key issues
causing rifts within society. Each of these tumultuous representations of America at the
time of the Vietnam War, reveal a culture undergoing great change. The cultural texts show
attempts to process changes in several aspects of culture simultaneously, particularly
gender politics, perceptions of the military, and race relations, in addition to confronting the
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issue presented by the Vietnam War itself. As a result of these cultural changes, and
challenges to the traditional culture of American, the Vietnam War era is revealed to be not
a continuation of cultural tradition, but a time of evolution and change.
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