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Bobbie Ann Mason's lnCOtIttry: Vietnam, A Matrix
For Personal and National History

Since its publication in 1985, Bobbie Ann Masous
In Couatr has attacted a fair amount of attention fiom
cnitics. Its Link with ,tam عز¥ its imagery, its handling of
popتu ar cultre, its quest notif have--among other thigs-­
been recognized by critiEs.' However, in my opimion this
ricl novEl has not received enough atteniion not ouly as an
inquiry into the Viemnamn war but as an allegory ofthe
Anercan experience as a whole. I Country is at the hear
of tle time honored Amenican tradition of Fawthone
Faulker and Styron: expressing the need to exorcise the
demon of historical guilt in order to heal tle inage of the
bnuised self.

On one plane, f Coutry is a novel of initiation at
the center of whicl is Sam (Samantha) Hughes' attennpt to
discover ler identity. Being the posthumous daughter of a
Vietan vetera, her main target is to iEtrace ler tather's
role in te dsastrous war Sam fulflls all tle requirements
of the quester. At age eighnteen and on tle bTink ofa
college career, she is at the crossrcads between childhood
and adulthood Embodying the innocenIce and entlnusiasm
of a novice, she believes all answers are available if sle
tries hard enougl. Relying 'on books, mass media and
direct questions, whicl reveal great insensitwty to tle
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vulnerability of old wounds, she fiisks about, making
houselold temns of Vietnam and things associated
therewith. As a result of her perseverance, the father fgure
whom she seeks and who is encased in a certain histonical
reality, gadually emerges frst as an unassuming and
'colorless" photograph and eventally as a much more
human but disastrously disappointng character. That such
a discovery should prove to be the scourge of matunity is to
be expected fron a novel ofinitaton. Althougl Sam is
more confused than enlightened she, nonetheless, emnerges
at the end of the novel as a much chastened fgure; the
quest las been her nite of passage.

Sam's quest for her father should by necessity point
to another, simultaneous reading, that of allegory on the
national level. It is an allegory of the Amenican expeIience
at large, depictng in images and tropes the persistent
AInerican obsession with self-discovery in a national
context. While critcs have recognized this link, they have
limited it to an inguiry into the post-Vietnam era; I see itas
an altempt to probe the very ethos of Amenica

In this reading ofthe novel Samn Hughes represents
sonething more thau a teenager coming of age; in her the
personal and the natonal meet. The name Sam is bisexual,
standing for both Samuel and Samantha, also for the
American voice of authonity, Uncle Sam. Thus Sam is at
once a representative of the Amenican public and the
American governent, Mason also includes ler heroine's
name San A Hughes, on the VieLnam Veterans' Munorial.
"How odd it feels, as though all the names in America have
been used to decorate this wall" (245) hereby closing the
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circle between te seeker and what is sought and bringing
togetler the self and other. Ad who is the other in this
novel? Itis not only tle culpnit American govemnment, but
also the victim Vietam veteran, and even the nore remote

. 2Vietcong, tle eneny.

Sam's quesl is foiled from tle very start by
Anenican popular cultre. Dawid Booth descnbes this
hallmark of Mason's fiction. "Few witers have made
better use of resources fron pop cultue to stnucture their
matTatives o1 give body to their characters than Bobbie Ann
Mason' (98 When ز we frst meet the heroine, she is on te
road to Waslington to visit the Vietan Veterans'
Memnonal. Mason tums tle road joumey into a minute and
faithful account of day to day American life in the sumumer
of 1984: election campaigns, pop songs, brand names, hists
of pnices. Sam sees the road as te vortex of American life,

She sits by the pool, watclung the taffic-­
an endless nver ofit, families on vacation
and salesmen out patolling their temitory
and weirdos on te prowl and tnucks
hauling goods. Everything in Aerica is
going on here, on the road (17).

This scene--and it is not the only one in the novel-­
establisles te close link between the personal and the
national; itmakes of Samnis quest for a fatler fgure a lance
which attenpts to cut througl tle heart of Amenica.

ln this reading, Vietnan represents nore than the
draw-out gerilla battles of the sixties; it becomes a tope
for other historical tragedies: the witch-tials, slavery, the

3



teatnent of the Indians, tle civl war, all an aUeration of
the American ideal of the city on ahill and all bringing to
tle fore the need to examine and correct. Robert
Brinkneyer rightly sees in the novel "the tension between a
facile American optimism tlat overlooks the dark sides of
history and tle kowledge of defeat and despair in the
Vietnam experience" (32). Belind this statement one reads
thc Acrican dilemna of reconciling the myt ofAnerican
innocence wu Melville's famous "power of blackess"
(828) 1anifesting itself in the nany misdemeanors of
American history. Tlis paradox surfaces in tle thIoughts of
Sam Hughes as she contemplates the duality of American
hife.

America te beautiful. It is
beautifl indeed .... The United States is so
peacefil and well-orgaصized.... It is a good
coumtry. But sle keeps getting fashes ofit
througl the eyes of ajust-retmned Vietam
soldier .... The ggldiers must have felt..as
though they belonged nowhere (231).

Ln keeping wit the American literary tradition of
making a small town a metony for te USA, Hopewell
aptly named, provides a taste of Americana Dubbed
"DopewelH" (233) by one of the characters, the tow thrives
on prowincialism, broken relationships, TV fantasies, fast
food chains and heady optmism. Hopewell encapsulates
the infantile pursuits ofAmerican cultre, best exempمil ed
in the lives of its residents sch as San's boyfiend,
Lonnie, and his family, with their fancy weddings, fily
bedrooms and cute spice racks. Signifcantly, as Sam
matures sle comes to see the sham exteIior and shuies away
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from Lonic and his family. Responding to a newspaper
account of a house decorated "witl huricane p0sts
wTapped in satin ... [and] crepe paper sHreamers," Sam
reflects, "Packaging was supposed to deceive...but it never
really did." This seemingly casual statenent acquires
honific proportions when applied to VieDan. "Her father
came back from the war in aplastic bag. Attactive and
efficient. A good disguise" (120). When horror is
comIpared to a popular Amenican icoN, it bccomnes even
moIe gnuesome. "His corpse in the body bag was probably
Iike hamburger" (102).

The duality of ifantile deception and mature but
scaring kowledge, not only in Sam but as afeatre of
Amenican life, is sustained throughout the novel. Lrene,
Sams mother, points out to her that it was country boys
who believed the Vietnam rhetonic. One of those county
boys was Dwayne Hughes, San""s fatksr, and some of this
naivete cones through in his 1iters a 1diary. But these
same county boys, including Dا vayne, were also guilty of
unspeakable horors "some of them cut off the ears of the
enemy for souvenirs. It was awful. They brought them
homne and showed them o (123). And it isnot only
indiwiduals who combine sucl ifantile naivete with wilfl
destuction, but the nation as a whole.

"Tlat explains what the whole country was
doing over there. The least little threat and
Anerica's got to puton its cowboy boots
and stomp around ad show somebody a
thing or two" (221).
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Even more perversely, tlis imnature culture scens bcnt on
uuming, in retrospect, its war horrors into playtigs like
plastic "M-16s and M-60s, tanks, mortars, cloppers,
figlters" (112). This Amenicam syndrome appears to g0
back much further tlan Vietamn and will not stop at
desecating history y ا tnning it into farce for consumer
pumposes. AS Samis taking a tip thurough the years tTying
to read her father's diary, she is obscenely approached by a
strangEr.

The man was wearing a Confederate - flag
T-shurt that said IM A REBEL AND
DAMN PROUD OF IT (201).

But even as San keeps bumping into such naive horors,
slne contimues to livein a world where junk food, shopping
malls and, fashy ceramic cats are substittes for
meaningful relatonships.

In tle context of tle over-all stnuctre of the novel,
Sam's petty expeniences are imvaniably weiged down by
overtones. Her ucle Bmnett, anotler Vietnam veteran,
digs up the foundation of the house to fx a leak saying:

"You take a stuctural weakess. O1e
thing leads to anotler, and then it all f llsة
apart" (60).

The apocalyptic message here may be afar cry fiom the
fire and bnimstone jargon of the early New Englanders, but
the message is just a wable. Bootl calls tluis novel "a
hament for America in the aftemath of Vietnam"(100).
Mason's denuneiations are not of moral laxity, for Her
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characters "grapple less wtl problems of zight and wrong
than wtl maters of techological piogress and utlity"
(Brinkueyer, 22). Altlougl she does not denounce
Biblical sins wth resounding Biblical Ianguage, te
landscape she presents s0 matter-of-factly is one of moral
apatly, one wlicl possesses "the geography of a 'waste
iand' (Boou, 99).

Sam thought about how it used to bc tiat
getling pregnat when you weren't mamried
ruined your life because of the disgracc;
now it just rinEd your Iife, and nobody
cared enougl forit to be a disgRace (103).

1f Hopewell, Anenica in miriatIre, abounds wit "cultral
con1fusion" (Brnlaeyer, 23), is it any wonder if sucl
behawor istransposed on to the govemnent anda Vietan
war is fought?

Sucl kowledge wll not, however, camy with ita
solution. Sam may have, unlike her motler and uncle,
doggedly pursued facts, but she has also discovered that
facts can be hopelessly inadequate:

She thought of all the documents on fle
there that were conected to her--her
parents' wedding license, birth certifcates,
death certifcates. She wished she had
copies of all these offcial proofs that she
was who she was, but it was a sily thouglt
(96).
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History wletler personal or national camnot be understood
by facts alone. "Tle books didn't say what it was like to be
at war over there" (48). Since there are as many Viemam
stonies as there are veterans, Sam concludes that history and
a histonical persona have many faccts andwill terefore
renain elusive.

Not only is history not reversible, it is bound to
1epeat itself. In a ft of impatient indignation Emett
blows up at Sam,

"You can't lean fom tle past. The nain
thing you leam fom history is thatyou
can't leamn from history. That's what
history i226)ف" ).

Whatever healing is offered the veterans remains
something less than potent. The offcial and qualified
V.A. wtl a lل tieir teclnological gimmicks remain as iept
as Samn witl her good-natred but amateur gestures. The
lurts of the veterans remain as complicated andirreversible
as Buddy Mangrum's failing health and his chنld's birth
defects. Again closig the circle between self and other,
the soldiers of both sides are referred to, i atouch of
Shakespearean irony, as insects. If the Vietnamese are
called "eas"" or "ants", the fact remains that one of te
main Anenican protagonists is also named Emmett or ant.
THe self is inexticably linked wit the oter. Although te
Vietamese are more in the background, there are repeated
indications that the unjust kllings and tle conseguent
degeneraton of mnind and body were mtal expcnences.
At one point, the inevitable interaction between self and
other is referred to in mundane, perhaps even comic tems.
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The Vietnamese used anythng the
Amenicans threw away--bonub casings and
cigarette butts and helicopter parts and
Coke can1s. It was like Bmmct nigging up
thngs in the house. It was Vietnauese
behavor ... making do with what he could
scrounge. The Vietnamese could make a
bomb out of a Coke can.

Emmmctt had lelped Kill those
Vietuauese, the same way he killed the
fleas, the samne way people klled ants. It
was easy, her fatler wrote (209).

If ultinnate tut is not kowable and tlIe mistakes of
history inescapable, where then does Sam's quest lead?
Subdued by her new found wisdom, "sle wذll never really
kow what happened to aلl these men in the war" (204),
Sam, her uncle and grandmother, three Vietnam
"casualties" end up at the Vietnan1 Veterans' Memorial in
Washington. But what is the mnemorial? Barbara Ryan asks
"Is the memorial the homage ofa grateful govemment or a
sybol of wasted lives and a war fought for unknow
causes?" (210) Mason is careful to give multiple wiews of
the monument. It is "a gleaming pcncil against tle sky"
(238), "a black gash in the hillside," "a giant grave" (239).
Arcbitectrally it isironicلa ly similar to an Amenican icon,
"te wlite wings ofthe shopping mall in Paducah" (240).
To keep up its sombre appearance, the memorial stands in
constant need of touch-ups. The words 'NEVER AGAN
(241) seen in its proximity wll most certainly be hollowed
ouI by the slortness of human memory.
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Ewentuahly the Inemoral is somethig of an
abstraction. It "cuts a V in the ground, Iike tle wngs of an
abstact bird, huge and headless" (239) while Dwaye
Hughes' nane is "A scratching on a rock Wnting
Something for futIre archaeologists to puzzle over, clues to
a language" (244). Tle nemorial tlen stands as a stylized
edifce 1o unanswerable questions burying within itself the
facts and the fantasy, the confrontahtion and the escapisn,
and the guilt shared by te seIf and other, butultmately it
resoives nothing Although critics have referred to
Emnaett's phoenix-like renewal at the site (Boot,
Brinkmeyer), iealing and hope both remain as fragile as the
limp camation and geraniums brought to the black
stTucture.

As a modenist novel, In Country has raised rather
ttan answered questions, and it bnings its stock of
unanswerables to the Vietnan Veterans' Memonial. lnits
failure to prowide answers the menonial in tm is not only
in the modemnist tradition but at the very heart of Amenican
culture. As a stylized edifce to unanswerables, the
nemonal relates directly to the American tradition. Lsn't
THe Scarlet Letter wth its stock of unanswerables one of
the nost stylized novels ever wnitten?
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Notcs،

1. See by way of exanple, Monissey (Fall 1991
Durhan (Spning 1990) aMd White (Sumnmer . ر1988 "

2. See Ryan (Spring 1990) for a different handling of the
question•.. ا of self and other in this nove].
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The Dilemma of Pragmatics

Abstract

F-. de Saussure's languelparole distinction cannat be abalished without serious
logical and philosophical consequences. E. Coseriu's concept of nomm (The
Theory af Language and General Linguistics, Madrid, 1967) as an intermediary
bebween langue and parole is discussed. It is argued that N. Chomsky's
competencelpertormance apposition obscures linguistc reality. The role of
pragmatics in the study of language is stressed.
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