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is a power in film that just cannot be captured with words,” wrote a
a documentary on the Vietnam War, summing up the general sentiment
Yocumentaries are invaluable tools for teaching the Vietnam War within
survey course, a twentieth-century course, or a course on the war itself.
'ents, present information, serve as springboards for discussion, and offer
the changing public memory of the war. They assist visual and auditory
'y provide unique insights; several students have commented that they
s nuanced understanding of a policymaker by seeing him on film.
ame time, teaching with a documentary film offers an opportunity to teach
kills. Students tend to watch documentaries with more trust than they
irces. One of my students once clinched an argument with “I know it’s
»n the History Channel.” Students tend not to question film as they would
.garding purpose, audience, and evidence. They don’t fully notice the
2s, or music that support or undermine a speaker’s credibility and create
Using film in the classroom can open discussions of the war and of film
Below is a selection of films that present an overview of the war and
sroom discussions.
ated for an Academy Award for best documentary, In the Year of the Pig
68 release date in its sense of urgency and its assumption that the viewer
wvel of background knowledge. For this reason, it is best watched after
completed readings or lecture. The film is an impassioned but reasoned
iensing with a narrator, director Emile de Antonio presents a montage of
which successive experts contradict each other and visual evidence
yoken testimony. The emergent argument is that United States strategists
- initial reasons for intervention, that the war was unnecessary. If the
ts de Antonio’s argument, then the war’s brutality as portrayed in the film
more terrible because it is on behalf of mistake. In the Year of the Pig is
s historical origins of the war both in Vietnam and the U.S. The viewer
rays agree with de Antonio, but his film is rich in information and imagery
both a powerful starting point for discussion and a helpful supplement to

tion to the techniques and philosophical issues of documentary film, see Bill Nichols,
Documentary Film (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2001). Documentaries
» oral history their basis, an issue considered by Michael Frisch in “Oral History,

nd the Mystification of Power: A Critique of Vietham: A Television History,” A Shared
ys on the Craft and Meaning of Oral and Public History (Albany: State University of

5, 1990), 159-79, ch. 7.
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3 question furthers discussion of the film’s techniques and of what students believe
yut the answers to Davis’s three questions.

Winter Soldier is the film record of the February 1971 hearings held in Detroit
the Vietnam Veterans Against the War (VVAW).” The story of the massacre of
idreds at the village of My Lai had broken in December 1969. Political
nmentators and much of the public believed the brutality of My Lai was an
srration.® Upset at public reaction to the My Lai massacre, the VVAW wanted to tell

public that, while atypical in its scale, My Lai was not an aberration. Other villages
1been destroyed. But even more important to many was what one veteran called
e horror of the everyday, the commonplace,” the casual humiliation, abuse, and
ling of Vietnamese. The press largely ignored the hearings, but sympathetic
ngressional representatives read the testimony into the Congressional Record and
led for investigations into the charges made by the veterans. Organizing the hearings
o laid the foundation for the growth of the VVAW into an influential antiwar
ranization.

The film is an extraordinary oral history and social artifact. It is a grainy, black-
1-white, talking-heads documentary, but the raw and compelling content holds
dent interest. The soldiers speak to what they have done and to the war’s terrible
ect on them. They pass the microphone and testify, some breezily, some with
oden heaviness. “Some of us stoned this child to death just for a laugh because we
re bored that day ... I shot her just because she was running away ... we’d cut off
ir ears and trade them for beers.”

The filmmakers pace the content. Scenes of the hearing are interrupted with
:nes of veterans talking with each other and responding to interviewers’ questions,
rsing out why they did these things. Some struggle to articulate a cultural construct
manhood that they believe betrayed them. Many speak of the dehumanization of the
emy, the transformation of Vietnamese to gook, to “other.” For them that story
gins with basic training and is completed in the field where officer accountability was
:en lacking and where each soldier to survive must construct a protective shell around
semotions. A long sequence addresses racism. A black audience member challenges

hn Kerry’s association with the hearings and the VVAW made the film controversial during Kerry’s
)8 run for the presidency. Challenges to its credibility were answered by historian John Prados in
ound up: Historians” Take: John Prados: the Winter Soldier Investigation Was Never Discredited,”
w Republic, August 30, 2004, reprinted on the website of the VVAW,
p://www.vvaw.org/veteran/article/?id=481&hilite=%22winter+soldier%22 (accessed 5/3/12). For a
tory of the Vietnam Veterans Against the War and their place in the antiwar movement, see Andrew
Hunt, The Turning: A History of Vietnam Veterans Against the War (New York: New York
iversity Press, 2001).

\ Time-Lou Harris Poll: New Support for Nixon,” Time, January 12, 1970,
p://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,942132,00.html (accessed 5/3/12).
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segment serves an especially useful purpose: dmerica’s Enemy, 1954-1957,
s Vietnamese viewpoints but to a greater degree than any other film portrays
:se as actors, not simply victims.'®

/0 general comments could be made about the documentary overviews of the
st, they emphasize the American experience of the war and reveal little of
sse politics and history. Second, they have moved increasingly away from
y and political information and toward a portrayal of the war as an
ble tragedy. The earliest films, In the Year of the Pig and Hearts and Minds,
shest in political history. Documentaries are following a larger cultural trend
«¢ substitution of stories for information. The attraction of understanding via
| experience can be seen in the recent surge of popularity of memoirs and in
ncy of journalists to explain an issue through the life of an individual. The
, dubbed “personalist epistemology” by John Carlos Rowe, “presumes that the
it offers [to personal experiences] is equivalent to knowledge and
iding.”*

e approach has inherent problems. As seen most clearly in Dear America, in
ing on letters or oral history the criteria used to choose representatives and to
testimony remain opaque. And a focus on the personal sacrifices the analytical
swers may learn little about the economic, political, and ideological interests
2d the war and little they can apply to current foreign policy questions. This
ay that stories do not have a place in learning, particularly for young people
it not comprehend the many costs of war. At their best, stories pave the way
er understanding than is possible with lectures or readings alone. But they
iscussion and supplementation with lectures or analytical readings lest our
oin the current majority of adults who, according to polls, believe the war was

:d)

nflict Between the American Media and Vietnamese Expatriates.” World Affairs. 147:2
71-85; and Peter C. Rollins, “The Vietnam War: Perceptions
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3 giving attention to Vietnamese are Vietnam'’s Unseen War: i
‘eneath the War: The Secret Tunnels of Vietnam.
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