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The article explores the politics of memory surrounding the Vietnam Women’s Memorial
Foundation (VWMF) – the grassroots organization that led the campaign to establish the
Vietnam Women’s Memorial in Washington, DC. Drawing on archival material, public state-
ments, and interviews with members of the group, it demonstrates that the organization used
the ambivalences and anxieties surrounding the Vietnam War’s remembrance to argue for
the commemoration of women who served during the war. The VWMF portrayed those
women as heroines of compassion – similar to men in terms of courage and selflessness, but
different because of their benignity and benevolence. However, the VWMF’s depiction of
women’s compassion was informed by national loyalties and sentiments; it acknowledged
Vietnamese civilians only as objects of American goodwill, and failed to engage with ethical ques-
tions concerning American intervention in Vietnam. By drawing attention to women’s dedica-
tion and compassion, the organization carried out a symbolic rehabilitation of American actions
in Vietnam. It contributed to solidifying the dominant mode of representing the Vietnam War
through the lens of American military sacrifice and fostered an understanding of the Vietnam
War as an American national event.

INTRODUCTION

On  November , the Vietnam Women’s Memorial (VWM) was inau-
gurated as part of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial (VVM) on the National
Mall in Washington, DC. Unveiling the monument, Diane Carlson
Evans – a former army nurse who served in Vietnam and the founder of the
Vietnam Women’s Memorial Project (VWMP) – compared this event to a
veteran’s long journey home from the war. She described the memorial as
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 Diane Carlson Evans, “VietnamWomen’s Memorial Dedication Speech,” Nov. , ,
the Vietnam Women’s Memorial Foundation’s archive (hereafter VWMF archive). When
I was conducting my research in  and , the archival documents were stored at
Evans’s house in Helena, MT and the house of Cindy Gurney (the VWMF’s executive
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a sacred place that would help to heal those who had suffered because of the
war. Evans also announced that it was “the first monument in the history of
the United States of America dedicated in the nation’s capital honoring
American women who served during wartime.”

The National Mall is the most important public space for American
national identity. Filled with federal institutions, monuments, and
museums, the Mall tells the story of the American people as a nation – it
shows how they imagine their past, present, and future. It speaks about the
country’s values and ideals and plays an active role in the process of shaping
American collective memory and identity. Kristin Ann Hass has noted that
this symbolic center of American imagined community underwent a signifi-
cant transformation at the end of the twentieth century. She writes, “From
, when the capital was designed, to , the story told on the
National Mall was the story of great American leaders and their triumphant
ideas about democracy. There were no war memorials on the Mall.”

According to the McMillan Plan – a landscape development program which
redesigned the center of Washington at the beginning of the twentieth
century – the Mall was meant to convey democratic ideals and the power of
the nation-state as personified by George Washington, Thomas Jefferson,
and Abraham Lincoln. The focus of the Mall’s narrative shifted to the
sacrifices of soldiers only with the dedication of the VVM in . The estab-
lishment of the VWM, close to the Lincoln Memorial, was therefore an event
of historical significance. For the first time, individual women were incorpo-
rated into the national Pantheon and recognized as heroines.

director) in Halfmoon, NY. In  they were transferred to the Library of Congress. The
organization changed its name from Vietnam Women’s Memorial Project (VWMP) to
Vietnam Women’s Memorial Foundation (VWMF) in  to reflect the change in its
mission after the memorial’s dedication. I use both of the organization’s names depending
on the period of time to which I refer.

 Evans was not exactly right. At the time of the VWM’s dedication there were at least two
memorials in Washington, DC commemorating women’s participation in wars: the Civil
War Nurses Memorial, also known as the Nuns of the Battlefield Memorial (),
located next to the Cathedral of St. Matthew the Apostle, and a statue of Jane
A. Delano and the nurses who died in service in World War I, also known as the Spirit
of Nursing (), which stands in the garden at the American Red Cross National
Headquarters. The VWM was the first monument to women’s war service dedicated in
Washington after a commemorative break which lasted more than half a century.
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The VWM is not, however, a stand-alone memorial but part of a complex
commemorative site – the VVM. As such, it should be viewed not only as a
tribute to women, but also as an attempt to provide the US involvement in
the Vietnam War – a lost military effort which created unprecedented dissent
and divisions across American society and claimed the lives of ,
American military personnel, eight of whom were women –with official inter-
pretations. My research is based on the premise that memory is an active process
of construction. As Aleida Assmann and Linda Shortt explain, “Collective mem-
ories are produced through mediated representations of the past that involve
selecting, rearranging, redescribing and simplifying, as well as the deliberate,
but perhaps also unintentional, inclusion and exclusion of information.”

Taking this into account, I seek to understand the politics of memory surround-
ing the women’s memorial. Specifically, I am interested in two interrelated ques-
tions: how did the VWMP portray female veterans –what cultural
representations of womanhood, war, and military veterans did it refer to?
And did the VWMP, by offering a female perspective on the Vietnam War,
transform the meanings ascribed to this historic event or rather solidify the exist-
ing interpretations? To address those questions, I studied the archival documents
collected at the VWMF, the National Archives (NA), and the Commission of
Fine Arts (CFA); conducted twenty-two in-depth interviews with women who
served in and during the VietnamWar, including Evans and other women who
were involved with the VWMP; and observed the celebrations of the twentieth
anniversary of the VWM’s dedication in November .
I am mindful of Viet Thanh Nguyen’s remark that “all wars are fought

twice, the first time on the battlefield, the second time in memory.” As a
child, Nguyen fled to the US with his family after the fall of Saigon. His
book Nothing Ever Dies: Vietnam and the Memory of War explores the pre-
sences and absences that constitute American remembrance of the Vietnam
War and Vietnamese remembrance of the American War. Critiquing both
commemorative frameworks for their nationalistic tendencies, the author
calls for greater inclusivity and fairness – an ethics of remembering “others”
like “one’s own.” In a similar fashion, this article seeks to highlight presences
and silences in the VWMP’s discourse. As I will show, during an almost

 The Vietnam Veterans Memorial Fund, “The VVMF Completes Audit of the Names on
the Wall,” at www.vvmf.org/News/wall-audit-completed; The National Archives,
“Vietnam War US Military Fatal Casualty Statistics,” at https://www.archives.gov/
research/military/vietnam-war/casualty-statistics.

 Aleida Assmann and Linda Shortt “Memory and Political Change: Introduction,” in
Assmann and Shortt, eds., Memory and Political Change (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, ), –, –.

 Viet Thanh Nguyen,Nothing Ever Dies: Vietnam and the Memory of War (Cambridge, MA
and London: Harvard University Press, ), .  Ibid., .

Heroines of Compassion and National Consolers 

https://www.vvmf.org/News/wall-audit-completed
https://www.archives.gov/research/military/vietnam-war/casualty-statistics
https://www.archives.gov/research/military/vietnam-war/casualty-statistics


decade-long struggle to establish the women’s memorial, the VWMP’s leaders
were making ethically, aesthetically, and politically sensitive choices which shed
light on selected aspects of the past. Although the notions of healing and com-
passion were central to the organization’s discourse, they were not equally
applied to everyone who had suffered because of the war. Before discussing
the results of my research, it is necessary to contextualize the VWMP’s com-
memorative efforts. First, I discuss feminist scholarship, exploring the relation-
ship between gender and nationalism, and juxtapose it with shifting US
military policies toward women in the Vietnam era. Second, since the
VWMP began articulating their claims after the symbolic and semantic frame-
works of Vietnam War remembrance had already been established, I examine
American public commemoration of the Vietnam War – its dominant modes,
controversies, and ambivalences.

WOMEN IN THE MILITARY AND NATIONAL POLITICS –
STRANGERS IN A MASCULINE WORLD

Men and women perform culturally constructed, gender-specific roles that
exemplify different qualities – and nowhere does this become more noticeable
than in military and wartime settings. As Jean Bethke Elshtain writes, “We
in theWest are the heirs of a tradition that assumes an affinity between women
and peace, between men and war, a tradition that consists of culturally con-
structed and transmitted myths and memories.” Within this tradition,
women are assigned the role of Beautiful Souls – nonviolent and compassion-
ate life givers – as opposed to Just Warriors – bellicose and cruel men who act
as life takers. Cultural myths about femininity maintain that women are
physically and mentally weaker than men and thus need their protection;
they are naturally inclined to take care of children as they belong to the
sphere of home and domesticity. These myths create a gendered social order
which secures women’s locations as noncombatants and men’s positions as
warriors.

Feminist scholars have examined the designated roles that men and women
play in national and global politics, exposing the connections between mascu-
linity, militarism, and nationalism. Cynthia Enloe argues that nationalism
offered women a new identity – they could experience themselves outside
the realm of domesticity and their roles as mothers and wives. However,

 Jean Bethke Elshtain, Women and War (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago
Press, ; first published ).  Ibid., .  Ibid.  Ibid.

 Cynthia Enloe, Bananas, Beaches and Bases: Making Feminist Sense of International Politics
(Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, ; first published
), .

 Monika Żychlin ́ska



women quickly learned that nationalism is a male-dominated endeavor which
relegates them to subordinate positions and often asks them to sacrifice their
needs and ambitions. She notes, “Nationalism typically has sprung from mas-
culinized memory, masculinized humiliation, and masculinized hope.”

Nonetheless, the political project of nationalism –more than other ideolo-
gies – relies on women’s engagement in some scripted ways. Nira Yuval-
Davis and Floya Anthias identify five roles that women play in national
processes and/or in relation to state processes: () biological reproducers of
the nation; () reproducers of the normative boundaries of the national
groups’ symbolic identities; () transmitters of cultural values and ideological
reproducers of collectivities; () symbolic signifiers of national differences; ()
participants in national, political, economic, and military struggles – usually in
supportive and nurturing relation to men. Importantly, the state is neither
the sole designer nor enforcer of gender divisions as they relate to broad-
ranging societal processes of gender differentiation. Women not only repro-
duce the roles that they are supposed to perform, but also control other
women in this regard.

Throughout history the US armed forces remained relatively unconcerned
with the major evolution of women’s roles and rights. Women were mobi-
lized only in times of war and then only because of a shortage of manpower.
This rule also applied to nurses, although, in the broader American society,
nursing was regarded as a feminine profession. The decision to integrate
women – which was ratified in  when Congress passed the Women’s
Armed Services Integration Act – was based on pragmatic considerations:
the need to maximize military capacity in the event of another war.

Under that legislation women experienced opportunity without equality, as
exemplified by the provisions concerning their recruitment, promotion, dis-
charge, and retirement. The armed forces’ insistence on keeping women
out of combat prevented them from achieving leadership positions and obtain-
ing higher remuneration. Moreover, under the Integration Act, women –
whether married or unmarried – who acquired dependents under the age of
eighteen by birth, adoption, marriage, or other circumstances had to leave
the military.

However, in the s, due to increasing American involvement in the
Vietnam War, the military adjusted some of their policies to recruit more
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women (who were exempted from the military draft). Nurses, who held officer
rank, enjoyed respect and were quickly promoted. The Army Nurse Corps
(ANC) began to offer financial assistance and educational opportunities to
student nurses in return for their service upon graduation. The military
advertised nursing as an attractive career for independent young women
who aspired to travel around the world, perform meaningful work, and
enjoy financial freedom. Such an idyllic picture was meant to mitigate the
controversy surrounding the VietnamWar. The picture also reflected the shift-
ing understandings of gender and changing public attitudes toward women’s
roles that were taking place in American society at the time. Although the
armed forces advanced the position of its female personnel, they also upheld
the traditional gendered expectations of servicewomen. They insisted that
nurses were health professionals and officers, but above all they were
women. Women’s comfort and warmth were essential for the recovery of
wounded soldiers. Off duty, nurses were expected to wear civilian clothes,
behave in a ladylike fashion, and accompany men to officers’ clubs. The
definition of military nursing in the Vietnam era was thus a blend of progres-
sive and traditional elements.
Despite its various policy adjustments, the military remained an overwhelm-

ingly masculine space. During the Vietnam War, women constituted less than
 percent of the US armed forces. The VWMP reports indicate the existence
of , female Vietnam-era veterans. The number of American women
who served in the Republic of Vietnam during the war can only be approxi-
mated since the Department of Defense did not register the gender of the mili-
tary personnel it deployed overseas. The VWMP suggests that , women
were sent to Vietnam,  percent of whom served with the ANC. Other
sources, however, estimate the number of women nurses at , to ,.

Around  women went to Vietnam with the Women’s Army Corps
(WAC). These women served as clerks, typists, air traffic controllers; they
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worked in communications and intelligence. Although women did not serve
in combat in Vietnam, they were exposed to the war’s dangers and, because the
distinctions between combat and noncombat zones were blurred, often put
their lives on the line. In fact, one of the eight US military women casualties –
First Lieutenant Sharon Lane, who served as an army nurse – was mortally
wounded in a Viet Cong rocket attack on her hospital in Chu Lai.

Nonetheless, the number of women who served and were killed or injured
in the war was minuscule in comparison to their male counterparts.
When discussing public memory, one needs to be mindful that representa-

tions of the past reflect contemporary collective needs, fears, and aspirations.

The national effort to commemorate Vietnam veterans began in the s.
During that decade, the New Right –which had become a prominent political
force – together with President Ronald Reagan in the White House insisted on
strengthening Cold War militance and promoting the traditionally understood
family as well as eradicating some of the cultural and social legacies of the s,
including the gains of the feminist movement. Susan Jeffords argues that the
s saw what might be described as a remasculinization of American
culture – a renegotiation of patriarchal relations through “a revival of the
images, abilities, and evaluations of men and masculinity in dominant US
culture.” The masculine revival was especially visible in that decade’s books
and movies about the Vietnam War, many of which conjured up an image
of a heroic veteran traumatized by defeat in Vietnam and protests at home.

Jeffords notes that the imagery of a wounded or scorned veteran who finds
inner strength to reinvent himself as a masculine leader and who calls for a
moral rejuvenation of America contributed to retraditionalizing the relations
between genders and strengthening the mechanisms of patriarchy.

Those symbolic framings and cultural sentiments, however, were at odds with
the challenges faced by the US military, which, having turned all-volunteer,
increasingly relied on women’s service in combat-adjacent positions. In ,
women comprised . percent of the total US military strength and were one
of its fastest-growing segments. The military authorities were therefore
inclined to consider women’s needs and aspirations – including symbolic
ones – concerning their recognition and commemoration. Such a situation
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created favorable conditions for the VWMP to begin articulating their com-
memorative claims. And, as I will show, although the organization argued
that women’s war experience was no less important than that of men and it
deserved equal commemoration on the National Mall, the theme of gender
retraditionalization as well as the remasculinization of America can also be iden-
tified in the organization’s discourse, specifically in its portrayal of women as
symbolic mothers – nurturers and consolers to the brave and suffering
American soldiers in Vietnam.

MODES OF VIETNAM WAR REMEMBRANCE

The campaign to commemorate Vietnam veterans was led by Jan Scruggs – a
former infantryman who served in Vietnam. In April , he founded the
Vietnam Veterans Memorial Fund (VVMF). The basic commemorative
rule established by the VVMF was to “separate the warrior from the war” –
to honor the Vietnam soldiers without commenting on the nature of the
war in which they had participated. In creating a commemorative narrative,
the organization borrowed concepts from therapeutic discourse. The VVMF
used the metaphor of trauma and healing to describe the life situations of indi-
vidual veterans, as well as the condition of American society after the war. It
held that social recognition would help veterans recover from psychological
wounds and remove the stigma connected to their participation in a contro-
versial war. At the same time, the organization saw veterans’ commemoration
as a vehicle for national reconciliation. It believed that mourning the loss of
the soldiers would help Americans heal the divisions caused by the war and
restore prewar national unity.

The VVMF proposed to end divisive debates about the Vietnam War.
However, the idea of commemorating an extremely politicized event, such
as war, in an apolitical way runs counter to the rationale of such practices,
since they are supposed to incorporate the object of commemoration into
the existing historical narrative, which is always political in character. The
idea of separating the veterans from the events in which they participated
seems as dubious as the thought that individual trauma and healing can
become a symbol of national unity. One of the documents collected at the
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CFA quotes the words of Paul Spreiregen, an architect commissioned by the
VVMF, who said that “consideration had to be given to the fact that it [the
VVM] was a memorial to servicemen and women in a war that was lost and a
war for a cause that will remain a question.” This makes it clear that, despite
the VVMF’s proclaimed “agnosticism over the war,” its representatives held
strong opinions about it. They revealed them behind a federal commission’s
closed doors but were reluctant to share them with the public. As I will show,
the VVMF’s privately conflicted approach to commemoration resulted in
public disagreements and the addition of new elements to the memorial’s site.
In , President Jimmy Carter signed a Congressional resolution granting

the VVMF a site in the Constitution Gardens in Washington, DC. A blue-
ribbon panel chose the winning memorial design – a work by Maya Ying Lin –
which did not match the iconography of the National Mall as defined by the
Washington Monument and the Lincoln Memorial – grand, white structures
that express authority and command respect. The central feature of the VVM,
dedicated in  and popularly known as the Wall, is a V-shaped structure
made of two blocks of polished black granite. These blocks, which are
located below ground level, are inscribed with the names of every soldier
known to have been killed in the war (Figures  and ).

Figure . The Vietnam Veterans Memorial (the Wall) in Washington, DC (photograph by
the author).

 Minutes of the Commission of Fine Arts,  July , –, Archive of the Commission of
Fine Arts.  Doubek, .  Hagopian, .
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In her design statement, Lin described the memorial as “a rift in the earth –
a long, polished black stone wall, emerging from and receding into the
earth.” She wrote, “Walking into the grassy site contained by the walls of
this memorial we can barely make out the carved names upon the memorial’s
walls. These names, seemingly infinite in number, convey the sense of over-
whelming numbers, while unifying the individuals into a whole.” Lin’s
words show that she attempted to combine individual and collective planes
of memorializing the war dead. The names of the dead do not bear any infor-
mation about their age, ethnicity, or military rank, as if the designer wanted to
emphasize that everyone is equal in the face of death. Lin explained that
reading and touching the names on the Wall was supposed to help people
mourn the loss of the soldiers – the memorial was not meant to be a represen-
tation of individual and collective pain, but rather an object that would enable
visitors to experience catharsis and healing (Figure ).

The VVMF’s proposal to commemorate the Vietnam War in an apolitical
manner did not appeal to conservative and militaristic veterans who were
interested in providing the war with a heroic interpretation. In , a
group led by Tom Carhart, a graduate of West Point and a Vietnam

Figure . The memorial lists the names of American military personnel killed in the Vietnam
War (photograph by the author).

 “Design Statement by Maya Ying Lin, March ,” in Lauren Morgan et al., eds., The
Wall: th Anniversary Commemorative (Newton: Boston Publishing Company, ), .
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 Maya Lin: A Strong and Clear Vision (DVD, dir. Freida Lee Mock, ), American Film
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veteran, started articulating competing commemorative claims. They criticized
the memorial’s color and shape, as well as its underground location. In the most
serious critique, Carhart called the memorial “the black gash of shame.” He
regarded the Wall as an anti-memorial which expressed an aversion to the US
military effort in Vietnam and did not show proper respect to the soldiers
who participated in the war. Carhart believed that the memorial’s design

Figure . A tribute to the fallen – a wreath left by visitors to the Wall (photograph by the
author).

 Tom Carhart quoted in Hagopian, .
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should attest to the US’s noble intentions and portray the veterans as national
heroes. The conflict over the memorial’s design ended in a compromise. The
veterans agreed that the original design of the Wall would remain unchanged,
but a “heroic statue” of a Vietnam serviceman would be added to the site, as
would a flagpole, which would mark the entrance to the memorial.

Figure . The bronze statue of The Three Soldiers added to the Wall in  (photograph by
the author).

 Doubek, .
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The bronze statue known as The Three Soldiers, designed by Frederick Hart,
was unveiled in  (Figure ). The soldiers are young and well built, but they
seem weary and confused. The helmets and weapons they are carrying seem too
heavy for them; they are not ready to fight. The figures are only slightly bigger
than the average size of the human body and are placed on a modest platform,
which suggests that the commemorated men are not heroes but ordinary people.
The sculptor explained, “The contrast between the innocence of their youth and
the weapons of war underscores the poignancy of their sacrifice. There is about
them the physical contact and sense of unity that bespeaks the bonds of love and
sacrifice that is the nature of men at war.” Although the soldiers are a source of
support for each other, as Hart pointed out, each of them experiences existential
loneliness: “And yet they are each alone. Their true heroism lies in these bonds
of loyalty in the face of their aloneness and their vulnerability.” Hart drew
attention to the sense of helplessness experienced by the soldiers. This feeling
is rarely acknowledged in the context of the male experience of war, as it does
not fit the image of a war hero. The artist suggested that, in case of the
Vietnam War, it was an act of courage to survive it with dignity and to keep
faith with one’s comrades-in-arms.
Although the message of the veterans’ memorial was supposed to be apol-

itical, in designing the statue Hart was making artistic decisions that were
inescapably political in character. For example, he had to portray the veterans
in terms of their race and ethnicity (Figure ). Hart’s first sculptural model of
The Three Soldiers depicted two white men of northern European heritage and
one black man. After Hispanic Americans insisted that the statue should also
include a representation of their community, the sculptor modified the facial
features of one of the figures to make it look more Latino. When more
groups started to raise their commemorative claims, Hart contended that
the Hispanic figure would represent all veterans who were not black or
white. As he explained, since that figure had now acquired “ethnic features
in a sense,” it could be “Jewish, Lebanese, Indian.” Hart’s comment reveals
an understanding that it was impossible to include everybody who participated
in the war and wanted to be commemorated. However, the idea that both Jews
and Indians could be represented by a Latino seems to reflect a cultural script
that flattens ethnic and racial distinctions into the Other. Although The Three
Soldiers can be seen as an attempt to honor the service of racial and ethnic
minorities, its central figure is a white male, a positioning which suggests

 Frederick Hart quoted in Karal Ann Marling and Robert Silberman, “The Statue Near the
Wall: The Vietnam Veterans Memorial and the Art of Remembering,” Smithsonian Studies
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that this person is the most important of the portrayed trio and, by extension,
the most important representation of Americans as a nation.
The above discussions demonstrate the lack of social consensus over how to

commemorate American involvement in the Vietnam War. The competing
demands made by the therapeutic and heroic modes of commemoration con-
tributed to the tension and ambivalence that were ultimately inscribed into the
semantic structure of the VVM. TheWall’s symbolism, and the special kind of
aura it creates, effectively restricted the symbolism of the other commemora-
tive elements that were later added to the site. Juxtaposed with the Wall,
The Three Soldiers could not unconditionally affirm the American military
effort in Vietnam. The statue communicates that the price of American
engagement in the war was the suffering and isolation of individual service-
men. It is worth emphasizing that neither the therapeutic nor the heroic
mode of remembering the Vietnam War sought to engage with the historical,
political, and ethical questions concerning the US intervention in Vietnam.
The story of the Vietnam War, as conveyed through the commemoration
process, obscured the presence of other participants in the conflict, including
US military allies and enemies. Most notably, it elided the presence and
suffering of the civilian populations of South East Asia, who were most
affected by the conflict’s immediate and long-term consequences. As I will
show, the themes surrounding the creation of the VVM would find echoes
in the campaign to commemorate the women who served in Vietnam. But

Figure . The Three Soldiers – an ethnic representation of American servicemen in Vietnam
(photograph by the author).
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that campaign would also raise additional issues reflecting the complex role of
gender in the politics of memory.

COMMEMORATING “VIETNAM WOMEN”

Evans began advocating for the commemoration of women who had served in
Vietnam after she heard about the plans to add the Three Soldiers statue to the
Wall. She was concerned that a shift in the mode of commemoration – from
the Wall’s abstract form to the realistic and gender-specific representation of
American soldiers in Vietnam – would result in “an exclusion of women who
had been part of it.” She argued, “Soldiers’ place in history was anchored in
bronze. But the contributions of women … would be obliterated from the
national memory … I had to do something about it.” Evans understood
the VVM’s omission of women in terms of a social exclusion which con-
demned them to oblivion. She believed that women deserve to be remembered
as much as men.
In , Evans founded a nonprofit organization, called the Vietnam

Nurses Memorial Project. A year later, the organization changed its name:
“the word ‘nurses’ was deleted and the word ‘women’s’ was inserted.” In
an interview, Evans explained that after announcing plans to add a statue of
a nurse to the VVM, her organization was contacted by a number of
women who carried out assignments in Vietnam that were not related to
medical care. Some of them served with the WAC; some were civilians
employed by the US military. Some came to Vietnam with charitable organi-
zations; others were missionaries, war correspondents, or Vietnam-era veter-
ans – women who served in the US military during the Vietnam War, but
not “in country.” All these women aspired to be commemorated too.
Taking this into account, the leaders of the organization decided to expand
the group of women on behalf of whom they spoke. However, according
to the women I interviewed, this decision was based on pragmatic considera-
tions. Several months after launching a campaign to commemorate the
Vietnam nurses, Evans realized that the group was too small to raise
sufficient funds and gain the political support necessary to build the memorial.
After the change the organization represented the symbolic interests of
“Vietnam women,” i.e. VietnamWar and Vietnam-era veterans, as well as civi-
lians who participated in the war.

 Diane Carlson Evans, “Building the Vietnam Women’s Memorial,” speech delivered at
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Who are “Vietnam women”? My research shows that this term, coined by
the VWMP, encompassed a heterogeneous group of women – diverse in terms
of age, education, and military experience. At the center of the group were
those who had served in the armed forces in Vietnam. What connected
them with women civilians (in the VWMP’s discourse called “civilian veter-
ans”) was their war experience. With the Vietnam-era veterans, they shared
an experience of serving in the US military. Interestingly, Congressional
authorization to create the VWM specifies that it shall “honor women who
served in the Armed Forces of the United States in the Republic of
Vietnam during the Vietnam era.” The legislation thus excludes women
Vietnam-era veterans and civilians from national commemoration. The
VWMP’s documents, by contrast, define the commemorated group in
various ways. Sometimes they suggest that the memorial would honor
“women … in the armed forces in Vietnam,” on other occasions “women
in the Armed Forces of the United States,” and sometimes, broadly
defined, “American women who served their country during the Vietnam
War.” Although this inconsistency may seem accidental, I argue that the
organization presented “Vietnam women” strategically, depending on the
social setting and the audience they addressed. The term’s symbolically
defined boundaries were flexible, as the organization tended to extend them
to incorporate new collectivities. This suggests that “Vietnam women” is a
commemorative construct invented by the VWMP. Despite the “Vietnam
women’s” internal heterogeneity, the organization presented them as one par-
ticular group of women, united by similar values and ideals: women of the
same “spirit.”

As this article explores both presences and absences in the VWMP’s dis-
course, it is important to note that the term “Vietnam women,” which was
deliberately developed to include different groups of women, referred to and
encompassed only Americans. Even though the word “Vietnam” should be
interpreted here as a reference to the Vietnam War rather than to the
country of Vietnam itself, it is hard to resist the impression that the term
carries colonial overtones. Those overtones become particularly relevant

 Public Law –, th Congress, at https://uscode.house.gov/statutes/pl//.pdf.
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when one considers Vietnam’s colonial history as well as the ambiguous legal
status of the American military intervention and the brutal way it was carried
out. Most importantly, however, the term excludes the actual Vietnamese
women who experienced and witnessed war violence – including rape, material
deprivation, and loss – in a way most American woman did not. For those
women, combat was happening in their country, on their land, and some-
times – quite literally – amidst their dwellings and yards. Calling the
American women who served in the Vietnam War “Vietnam women”
renders the actual Vietnamese women invisible and opens the door to the
obliteration of their experiences and voices from American public discourse
and memory. It also confirms the observation that in the US the remembrance
of the Vietnam War was framed in terms of a national event of sorts. I will go
into more detail about the VWMP’s strategies of concealing the Vietnamese
presence or representing them as the Other in the last section of this article.

THE VWM DESIGN AND THE POLITICS OF CONSOLATION

In , the VWMP proposed a memorial design created by Glenna Goodacre
which had received an honorable mention in a VWM design competition the
year before. At that time, the VWMP had already garnered the support of
veteran organizations and Washington decision makers and obtained two sep-
arate pieces of Congressional legislation to establish the VWM. Within several
months, Goodacre’s memorial design obtained all necessary federal agency
approvals; the memorial was dedicated on Veterans Day in November .
The bronze memorial shows three women of different ethnicities performing

wartime duties (Figure ). The women are gathered around a wounded white
soldier who is at the center of the composition. The man is either dying or
dead – his arm and leg are limp. His mouth is open, his eyes are covered with
a band, and his face displays extreme suffering. The man’s body rests upon the
lap of a young, white woman who is sitting on a pile of sandbags. Her face is
calm and gentle, but the grip of her hand on the soldier’s shoulder is strong.
Although she carries no medical equipment, one can guess that she is a military
nurse (Figure ). Behind her back, there is a second female figure – an African
American, dressed in a field uniform and a baseball cap. This woman is standing
straight, her head and eyes turned up, and her mouth open. She is probably crying
for help for the wounded man or looking out for a helicopter that would take
him to a hospital (Figure ). The third female figure kneels at the back of the
monument with her gaze down. She is wearing fatigues, and a boonie hat

 The VWMP, “Commission of Fine Arts Approves Vietnam Women’s Memorial Project’s
Memorial Design,”  Sept. , VWMF archive.
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covers her face. She holds a helmet, which may belong to the wounded man. She
looks depressed; her body language suggests anxiety and helplessness (Figure ).
The women’s memorial and the statue The Three Soldiers are similarly realistic,
but the VWM is more expressive, depicting more emotional variation. Overall, it
is a highly dramatic portrait of war service.
The central image of the VWM, a woman mothering a suffering soldier and

bringing him comfort inhis lastmoments of life, is amodern rendition of the trad-
ition of pietà – from the Latin pietas, whichmeans “love according to calling” – a
religious representation of the Virgin Mary holding the body of the dead Christ.
The iconography became popular in Europe in the late Middle Ages.The com-
position of the Vatican Pietà – carved byMichelangelo at the end of the fifteenth

Figure . The Vietnam Women’s Memorial unveiled in  (photograph by the author).

 Art Encyclopedia, “Pietà,” at www.visual-arts-cork.com/history-of-art/pieta.htm.
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century – has the shape of a triangle extending downwards. Its apex is marked by
the Virgin Mary’s head and its base is formed by her robes. In the case of the
VWM, the base of the composition is formed by sandbags. The dying soldier is
the memorial’s protagonist. His suffering is reflected in the compassion of the
woman who holds him, the vigilance of the standing woman, and the sadness
of the kneeling woman. The monument thus portrays women as nurturers, con-
solers, andmourners. Looking at theVWMonemay conclude thatmen’s sacrifice
legitimized women’s participation in the war – i.e. women participated in the war
because of and for the men – and made them worthy of national commemor-
ation. Tellingly, the designer of The Three Soldiers, who attempted to portray
the soldiers’ diversity in termsof their race and ethnicity, did not think it necessary
to depict the gender diversity of those who served in Vietnam. This might suggest
that both in wartime and in Washington’s public spaces, women were margina-
lized to the point of being invisible. It is alsoworthnoting that the centralfigure of
both The Three Soldiers and the women’s memorial is a white male. All other
figures seem secondary to him. This white soldier, who is exhausted and confused

Figure . The central figure of the women’s memorial – a nurse taking care of a wounded
soldier (photograph by the author).

Heroines of Compassion and National Consolers 



(as portrayed by Hart) and suffering and dying (as depicted by Goodacre), not
only symbolizes the American military, but also the American people during
and after the Vietnam War.
The VWM’s message is also expressed in a less explicit manner than by ref-

erence to a pietà. If one sets a protractor in the bottom right corner of the com-
position, a plane resembling a fan developing upwards will appear on the left.
Its lowest point is marked by the sandbags, its midpoint by the head of the
soldier and the nurse leaning over him, and its highest point by the baseball
cap of the standing woman. From this perspective, the silhouette of the stand-
ing woman seems unnaturally straight and excessively bent forward. It
expresses not so much determination and self-confidence, but triumph. The
standing figure elevates the whole composition. It communicates a story
that can be interpreted as follows: the suffering and death of the soldiers con-
tributed to the symbolic victory of the nation on whose behalf they partici-
pated in the war.

Figure . The figure of an African American represents enlisted women who served in the
military during the Vietnam War (photograph by the author).

 Monika Żychlin ́ska



I argue that the message of the VWM can be understood within the trad-
ition of the politics of consolation. This term refers to the existential dimen-
sion of American politics which gains special prominence whenever the nation
is in crisis. The defining text of the politics of consolation is the Gettysburg
Address, delivered by President Abraham Lincoln at the dedication of a mili-
tary cemetery in Pennsylvania in November . A few months earlier,
Gettysburg had been the scene of the bloodiest battle of the Civil War.

Figure . The kneeling figure is thought to commemorate civilian women who participated in
the war (photograph by the author).

 Christina Simko, The Politics of Consolation: Memory and the Meaning of September 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, ).  Ibid.
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Lincoln came to Gettysburg to transform the violence that killed thousands of
soldiers into a symbol of national pride and console the American people. In
his speech, Lincoln related the deaths of the soldiers to the Bible and the
Declaration of Independence. He argued that the soldiers died in defense of
the democratic ideals of the republic and emphasized that their sacrifice
obliged the living to complete their work. He also expressed a belief that blood-
shed would become a source of national renewal – it would contribute to the
birth of a new freedom, ensuring that “government of the people, by the
people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.”

Like Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, the women’s memorial sacralizes the
nation’s military effort. It is the only element of the VVM that places
American intervention in Vietnam in the framework of religious references,
endowing it with a messianic meaning. It suggests that the men, like Christ,
laid their lives on the altar of freedom. The women, like the Virgin Mary, faith-
fully accompanied the men in their suffering and dying. By portraying veterans
as saint figures, the memorial attempts to break the stigma connected to their
participation in the Vietnam War. It suggests that Americans can be proud of
the veterans. By transforming a soldier’s death into a symbol of national
renewal, the VWM tries to console the people and give them hope for the
future. By casting the intervention in terms of a heroic and patriotic endeavor,
the VWM reaffirms American national pride and unity. It is thus perhaps not
surprising that the memorial obliterates any fraught dimension of the US
intervention, such as its ultimate failure, the dissent it caused, or the violence
against the Vietnamese civilians it perpetrated.
The figure of the dying soldier can also be interpreted as an allegory of the

US as a redeeming nation – an idea deeply rooted in American political trad-
ition. For Puritans fleeing religious persecution in Europe, America was a
new promised land. As Deborah L. Madsen points out, the Puritan settlers
sought not only to save themselves but, by so doing, to become “a citie
upon a hill,” an example capable of redeeming the entire world. This narrative
casts the Americans as the chosen people, representing the forces of God and
good in the world. This national theology of redemption was extended to
include the US military, attributing to it a unique status among the armies
of the world as a bearer of freedom and social progress. During the
Vietnam War, however, information about atrocities perpetrated by

 Abraham Lincoln, Gettysburg Address, delivered at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania on  Nov.
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American soldiers against the Vietnamese civilian population, the most infam-
ous of which was the My Lai massacre, violated a belief both in the redeeming
character of the US military and in the exceptional moral fiber of the
American people.

The memorial does not show who mortally wounded the soldier. One can,
however, guess that it was a Viet Cong partisan. The message of the VWM can
therefore be interpreted as follows: in Vietnam, American soldiers gave their
lives defending the freedom of another nation, saving the world from com-
munism. By placing the participation of the American military in the
Vietnam War in relation to the national theology of redemption, the
VWM carries out its symbolic rehabilitation. It restores the narratives that
Americans liked to tell about themselves before the Vietnam War, including
those that depict the moral righteousness of the US as a country which
defends the values of the democratic world and acts as a role model for
other nations. In the following sections of the article, I provide an analysis
of the image of “Vietnam women,” as conveyed through the VWMP’s archival
documents, and examine how those gendered depictions of American military
personnel attempted to uphold a vision of the US as a country of virtuous
intentions and exceptional character.

HEROINES: COURAGEOUS, COMPETENT, COMPASSIONATE

An analysis of the VWMP’s documents indicates that the organization’s leaders
placed their commemorative claims within the narrative of trauma and healing
established by the VVMF. They held that the process of individual and collective
recovery from the Vietnam War, which began with the dedication of the Wall,
would not be complete unless it included women. According to the VWMP,
establishing a women’s memorial was particularly important because it featured
a nurse – a health professional, a healer. The VWMP attributed healing proper-
ties to all “Vietnam women” although, as I have pointed out, only some of them
were nurses. Over the years, the VWMP also presented “Vietnam women” in
terms of their strength, dedication, compassion, and professionalism. However,
at the beginning of the s, the organization consolidated the image of the
women it represented by emphasizing their three predominant characteristics:
courage, competence, and compassion. But how did the organization understand
these attributes and what kind of meanings did it ascribe to them?
The VWMP argued that women were “one of the most courageous and

valuable contingents” of those who served in the Vietnam War. They

 Ibid., –.
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showed outstanding bravery by volunteering to go to war. “They weren’t
drafted – they went willingly,” reads the opening line of a donation
request letter. The organization argued that women “volunteered for
America” and went on to explain that “their heroism lies in sacrifice to
brothers-in-arms.” Those claims were illustrated with examples taken from
women’s personal accounts. Evans recalled that she joined the ANC at her
university. After passing her nursing exams, she served at a military hospital
in Texas, where she took care of recovering Vietnam veterans. There she rea-
lized that she had to volunteer for Vietnam. Before departing for the war, she
made a will that only her lawyer knew about. She understood that she could be
killed. Amelia Jane Carson – a Vietnam veteran and member of the
VWMP’s board of directors – explained her decision as follows: “I joined
the ANC in  because my country needed me. In  I volunteered
for duty in Vietnam because my country’s soldiers were there so that is
where I felt a compelling need to be.” These accounts present the decision
to volunteer for Vietnam as “obvious” and “natural” – “Vietnam women”
felt impelled to serve their country and the soldiers. They conjure up the
image of a hero – someone with a sense of personal mission in the world
who is not afraid to make sacrifices. For these women – the VWMP argued –
the decision to volunteer for Vietnam was a moral imperative, reflecting their
love for America.
Why did the VWMP put so much emphasis on women’s heroism? During

my research, I found that there had been recurring criticism of – and some-
times direct opposition to – the establishment of the VWM from male-domi-
nated veteran organizations, as well as from individual male veterans. To enter
the sphere of public commemoration, the VWMP had to convince veteran
organizations, Washington politicians and bureaucrats, and the general
public that “women were brave and courageous, too.” The VWMP’s
critics held that since nurses made up only a small percentage of American
military personnel in Vietnam and were not involved in direct combat,
there was no need to honor them with special commemoration. This argu-
ment was underpinned by a conviction that only men who fight and die in war
deserve to be called war heroes and commemorated as such. Hart made this
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clear when he said that the soldiers’ statue portrays “grunts” because they bore
the greatest burden of the fighting.

The history of the VietnamWar itself, however, helped the VWMP to prove its
claims of significance because it called into question the heroism not only of the
soldiers who fought but, more generally, of the men who came of age during that
time. Unlike the World War II generation, for whom conscription and military
service were a matter of honor, the Vietnam generation was not eager to fight. For
many young men, fighting for one’s country was not a source of pride but a mis-
fortune. They criticized the American intervention in Vietnam and the policies
surrounding the draft onmoral and political grounds. Some segments of American
society, however, still viewed military service as a measure of one’s manhood and
patriotism. I posit that the VWMP used cultural shifts and ambivalences over
understanding and representing masculinity and heroism to articulate their com-
memorative claims. The organization argued that, although women were not
involved in direct combat (though a few of them did die in the war – this
theme is strongly emphasized in the VWMP’s narrative), they proved to be
heroic because they answered the country’s call to serve in the war, as so many
men did not. The VWMP thus reaffirmed the notion of patriotism and restored
the traditional image of a war hero as someone who is courageous and selfless, dis-
ciplined, and motivated. Only in this case, the hero happened to be a heroine.
The theme of patriotism is also emphasized in the VWMP’s promotional

poster (Figure ). It shows a collection of photographs of women in
uniform, carrying out their duties in military and medical settings. The photo-
graphs are bound by a metal string hung with military identity tags (“dog
tags”). The poster’s caption reads, “Not all women wore love beads in the
sixties.” Drawing on stereotypes reflecting the social divisions and domestic
struggles of the s, the VWMP juxtaposed “Vietnam women” (symbolized
by “dog tags”) with the countercultural youth who protested the war (signified
by “love beads”). In the s, opinion polls consistently showed that a major-
ity of Americans were critical of the antiwar movement, accused it of anti-
American sentiments, and thought it could threaten efforts to bring the war
to an honorable end. Hippies were perceived as unruly and potentially
violent people whose frivolous lifestyle threatened middle-class sensibilities.
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The poster suggests that, unlike such unpatriotic youth, “Vietnam women”
were dedicated to the service of their country and countrymen, and not
afraid to put their lives on the line. This may indicate that the VWMP
attempted to garner support for the women’s memorial by weaving its

Figure . The VWMP’s promotional poster (courtesy of the VWMF/Eastern National).
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message into the mainstream political discourse of the s with its focus on
restoring patriotism and conservative values.
Competence, the second of the three qualities that the VWMP attributed to

“Vietnam women,” did not play as prominent a role in the organization’s
commemorative narrative as heroism and compassion did. The VWMP
claimed that women “worked with skill,” but did not discuss their formal
education or training, nor mention the rules and procedures they followed
during their service. The organization discussed women’s competence in
terms of their achievements. It pointed out that “men who would have died
in previous wars survived Vietnam because of the determined efforts of
women veterans.” Thanks to women’s expertise, thousands of soldiers’
lives were saved, families were reunited, and veterans could lead productive
lives. The VWMP claimed that “women saved the lives of ninety-eight
percent of the wounded soldiers they cared for.” While research studies do
confirm the efficiency of nursing care in Vietnam, the VWMP’s statement
should be read in light of the fact that such a high survival rate was not
only due to the nurses’ competences but also to the contributions of other
medical specialists: physicians, medics, laboratory analysts, and so on. The
organization hardly ever mentioned the fact that around one-third of the
nurses who served in Vietnam were male. The above quotations indicate
that women’s achievements were presented through the prism of the
nurses’ experiences. Nurses’ life-saving skills were extended to the whole of
the “Vietnam women.” The organization also solidified a gendered represen-
tation of nursing as a uniquely female profession and emphasized its import-
ance for the survival of male patients.
Why did the VWMP attribute the merits of the medical personnel in

Vietnam exclusively to women nurses? I argue that the VWMP sought to
shift the focus of conversations concerning who deserved to be commemo-
rated, and on what grounds, from numbers to merits. It aimed to convince
the veterans that, though the “Vietnam women” were sparse, their contribu-
tions were nothing short of remarkable. Evans repeated that women
“worked around the clock” and emphasized, “Theirs [women’s] was a
different battle with different weapons. Their weapons were instruments of
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healing which changed the course of history.” The VWMP’s suggestion
that women emerged from the war victorious drew an implied contrast
between this victory and the fact that the overall American military effort
in Vietnam resulted in a defeat. The organization put forth an alternative
understanding of victory, measured by the number of lives saved, not those
taken away. Drawing attention to women’s accomplishments, it attempted
to refigure the image of Vietnam veterans as the vanquished and mitigate
the sense of humiliation with which they were burdened. The organization
suggested that Americans, who might be ashamed of other aspects of the
war, could be proud of the women who served in Vietnam.
The VWMP’s narrative suggests that in terms of courage and competence

women were not inferior to men. It also maintains that compassion – a quality
traditionally associated with femininity –made their war contributions deserv-
ing of memorialization. The organization used the term “compassion” to
depict a variety of roles that “Vietnam women” played in and during the
war. The following statement encapsulates the essence of the VWMP’s under-
standing of compassion as a feminine quality displayed in a wartime setting:
“While supposedly women were not asked to carry a gun and die for their
country in combat, thousands of soldiers died in their arms.” The statement
is interesting because of the multiple meanings of the word “arms.” It juxta-
poses an image of arms as weaponry – an instrument of violence – with arms
as a symbol of care. One may thus conclude that in the ghastly reality of
war, waged by men, the women’s role was to preserve life in a peaceful and
loving way. The VWMP’s claim that soldiers died in women’s arms is, of
course, metaphorical. Accounts of nurses in Vietnam show that they were
extremely busy and often could not pay as much attention to individual sol-
diers as they wanted to. Nonetheless, stories about soldiers’ suffering and
dying played a prominent role in the VWMP’s discourse.
In one such story, Donna-Marie Boulay described how she looked after a

young soldier in the intensive-care unit at a hospital in Long Binh. She
checked the soldier’s temperature, gave him medications, and changed his
dressings. At some point, however, she realized that the soldier was dying.
She thus kept vigil at his bedside, holding his hand, and talking to him. She
recounted, “About midnight he closed those eyes, his breathing shallow. We
stopped talking. I kept holding his hand. Soon, his sparkle gone, Randy
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died.” The story indicates that the service of nurses in Vietnam went
beyond simply performing medical tasks, as they accompanied the soldiers
in their dying. It places value on women’s quiet presence and the invisible
work of caring for those who transited from life to death. Evans elaborated
on this idea in the following way:

Sometimes in war it all comes down to a voice to go with you. It is said to be the last
sense we lose before we die. All of us who were nurses in Vietnam knew that what we
said to our dying patients would be the voice that went with them. We tried to leave
them with legacies of love.

Evans conveyed a sense that women’s compassion was the ultimate gift to the
soldiers, as it soothed their pain and loneliness. By emphasizing that women
endowed the dying with a message of love, she portrayed them as carriers of
universal human values.
When depicting the relations between “Vietnam women” and the soldiers,

the organization often invoked the image of a mother looking after children.
Boulay compared the moment she recognized Randy, who had been hospita-
lized before, to “discovering one of my own children lying in my Intensive
Care Unit.” Evans remarked that after a few weeks in Vietnam she began
“to feel like those kids’ mother … They did seem so young.” She also
declared, “I had hundreds of sons whom I loved before my own three were
born.” Such depictions, however, raise certain doubts. The age difference
between the genders was more indicative of a relationship between siblings
than between parents and children. Moreover, owing to military regulations,
most women who served during the Vietnam era did not have children.

Boulay and Evans referred to the imagined, rather than the lived, experience
of motherhood. The organization suggested that “Vietnam women’s” greatest
accomplishments were related to the fact that they represented home in the
military and wartime settings. Women’s presence in the war created a sense
of security and familiarity which helped the soldiers survive this difficult
experience. The VWMP’s narrative presented “Vietnam women” as carriers
of domestic values and ideals that Americans, as a nation, cherish and are
attached to.
Political scientist Joan C. Tronto argues that when marginalized groups seek to

be recognized by those who occupy central positions in society, they need to show
either that they are similar to those in the center or that they are different but
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nonetheless have something valuable to offer. The VWMP combined those
two strategies – it held that by serving in the military and volunteering for
Vietnam, women had demonstrated courage and patriotism and thus proved
themselves equal to men. It also claimed that women could offer the veterans’
community a unique gift: their compassion. Among the three qualities that the
VWMP attributed to “Vietnam women,” competence played the least important
role in the organization’s discourse. Although the VWMP argued that women
worked with knowledge and skill, it also held that their greatest accomplishments
were related to exercising feminine qualities and representing domesticity in the
military environment. In depicting women as selfless caregivers and compassionate
consolers, the organization downplayed the fact that these women were highly
trained and independent professionals, and many of them held officer rank. By
simplifying the complexities and bracketing off some of the ambivalences that sur-
rounded women’s position in the military, the VWMP created a significantly
traditional gendered portrait of women’s wartime service, one that was more in
keeping with a pre-s vision of womanhood than with the shifting under-
standings of gender experienced by the very women it sought to commemorate.

THE VIETNAMESE: THE MISSING OTHER

Having studied the VWMP’s archival documents, one could conclude that the
American soldiers were the sole victims of the VietnamWar. The organization
paid significantly less attention to the suffering of other participants in the war
and, at times, sought to conceal their presence. Consider, for example, the
differences the archival documents reveal between the original memorial
design and that which was eventually erected in the capital. The creator of
the VWM modified the original memorial design that she had submitted
for the design competition. In , at a meeting with the CFA commis-
sioners, Goodacre noted that it included “a standing figure that was
between those two figures and she was holding a Vietnamese child, which
was not acceptable.” In the VWMF’s archive, I found a sketch of the
first memorial design. Indeed, in addition to the woman looking after the
wounded soldier and the African American staring at the sky, it shows a
young white woman holding a Vietnamese child in her arms. The woman is
portrayed in motion – she looks as if she is running away from danger.
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Sept. , , VWMF archive.
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The VWMP’s board of directors asked Goodacre to remove this figure.

The organization was concerned that such imagery could rekindle discussions
about atrocities committed by the American soldiers and also, perhaps, about
the fate of Vietnamese American children who were born during the war. The
VWMP was afraid that this would cause veteran organizations to withdraw
their hard-earned support for establishing the women’s memorial.

Goodacre’s laconic remark that the depiction of a woman with a child “was
not acceptable” and the fact that none of the CFA commissioners commented
on it seems noteworthy. Although it is difficult to interpret omissions in arch-
ival documents, given the controversy and ambivalences surrounding the com-
memoration of the VietnamWar one may suppose that the people gathered in
the room shared a silent understanding that such a memorial design could raise
questions about the American involvement in the war – questions that they
wished to avoid. This situation reveals an area of self-censorship in the
VWMP’s discourse and suggests that the organization’s narrative was
restricted by the dominant mode of representing the Vietnam War through
the lens of national sacrifices and the suffering of the American military
personnel.
My research shows that the VWMP did not completely obliterate the pres-

ence of Vietnamese civilians. For example, a pamphlet published for the dedi-
cation of the VWM features several photographs of American women
surrounded by Vietnamese children. An essay written by Col. Mary
V. Stremlow is illustrated with a photograph of a smiling white woman –
the caption does not say if this is the author herself – holding three happy-
looking Vietnamese toddlers on her lap (Figure ). The essay discusses
the duties of women Marines in Vietnam. It notes that they volunteered to
work in orphanages, taught English to children, and visited local families.

Another story depicting American women’s care for the Vietnamese features
a nurse who looked after a sick orphaned girl. The woman became so fond
of the girl that she decided to adopt her for her brother and sister-in-law as she
herself could not have dependents. Although not central to the VWMP’s
narrative, stories like these cast “Vietnam women” as humanitarians of sorts
and emphasized their willingness to help the underprivileged and vulnerable,
especially suffering children.
Children were not the only Vietnamese civilians depicted in VWMP mate-

rials, but the adults they chose to highlight are suggestive of ambivalent

 Evans, interview by the author,  Oct. .  Ibid.
 VWMP, Celebration of Patriotism and Courage: Dedication of the Vietnam Women’s

Memorial, November –, , VWMF archive.  Ibid., .
 Mary V. Stremlow, “Women Marines in Vietnam,” in VWMP, Celebration of Patriotism

and Courage, –, –.  Carson, biographical statement, .  Ibid.
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American attitudes toward Vietnamese people, and Vietnamese women in par-
ticular. Only four out of dozens of photographs in the pamphlet feature
Vietnamese women. Three of these photographs show Catholic nuns. Two
of the nuns’ photographs are included in a collage making up the VWMP’s
promotional poster captioned “Not all women wore love beads in the
sixties.” The first of these photographs portrays a Vietnamese nun in a
white habit and a veil who is conversing with an American woman in military
garb. The women are standing in front of a building topped with a cross. In
the second photograph, a young grinning Vietnamese nun is sitting next to an
American military woman who is holding Vietnamese toddlers on her lap.

In the center of another photograph included in the pamphlet – which illus-
trates an article about civilian women who served in Vietnam – there is a
smiling Vietnamese nun surrounded by several American women dressed in
Army Special Services uniforms and a group of Vietnamese children
(Figure ). The message of these photographs is uniformly positive. It sug-
gests friendly cooperation between American and Vietnamese women in

Figure . A portrait of a woman Marine holding Vietnamese children included in the
pamphlet published for the dedication of the VWM (courtesy of the VWMF/Eastern
National).

 VWMP, “Celebration of Patriotism and Courage,” .  Ibid.  Ibid.
 Ibid., .
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taking care of local children, replacing their parents whose absence – it needs to
be noted – is not explained in any manner.
The VWMP’s decision to portray Vietnamese women as nuns is particu-

larly interesting in light of Heather Marie Stur’s book entitled Beyond
Combat: Women and Gender in the Vietnam Era. The author argues that
in American popular culture, military propaganda, and GI folklore alike,
Asian women were often depicted either as damsels in distress (innocent, sub-
missive, and in need of male protection), as dragon ladies (mysterious, erotic-
ally alluring, and treacherous), or as sexual objects to be dominated and
possessed. These contradictory and ambivalent representations of Asian
femininity were informed by US foreign policies which embodied both the
ideal of protection and a desire for dominance in South East Asia. The
imagery described above provided justification for American intervention in
Vietnam; it also revealed fantasies and anxieties concerning Asian women
and their sexuality.
By invoking the figure of a nun – someone who devoted her life to religious

worship and charitable work – the VWMP placed Vietnamese women outside
the framework of conventional gender roles and stereotypes. It undermined
the prejudice regarding their morality and behavior. By showing the nuns’

Figure . Women and children – another photograph from the VWM’s dedication
pamphlet (courtesy of the VWMF/Eastern National).

 Stur, Beyond Combat.  Ibid., –.  Ibid.
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gentleness and dependence on American help, the organization mitigated
some of the controversy surrounding US involvement in Vietnam.
Moreover, the stark contrast between the photographs of Vietnamese
nuns – presented as an asexual Other in timeless habits – and American ser-
vicewomen – portrayed in uniforms and civilian clothes, sometimes wearing
makeup and the latest in fashionable hairstyles –made the latter an emblem
of the gendered social order the soldiers were familiar with, as well as a
reminder of the women who waited for them back home. One could thus con-
clude that in the VWMP’s discourse gender was used to signify national differ-
ences. This is supported by an observation that the organization’s archival
documents feature virtually no examples of women’s transnational solidarity –
gestures of empathy from American women toward Vietnamese women or
interest in their war experiences and postwar fates.

CONCLUSIONS

The VWMP did not offer a novel interpretation of the Vietnam War. On the
contrary, by adopting the premises and demands of both the therapeutic and
heroic modes of remembering the war, the VWMP’s narrative solidified the
dominant understandings of this historic event in the US. The ambivalence
surrounding the American military intervention and its defeat, as well as the
shifts in the understanding of heroism and masculinity that had occurred
during the war, created an opportunity for “Vietnam women” to articulate
their commemorative claims and enter the sphere of national commemor-
ation. In the absence of a consensus regarding how to commemorate the
war and in the presence of uncertainties regarding the veterans’ courage and
moral standing, the VWMP made a case that women deserved to be recog-
nized as national heroines. Drawing on traditional depictions of a war hero
as someone valiant and selfless, the organization argued that women’s
heroism consisted in the fact that they answered their country’s call to serve
and were not afraid to put their lives on the line. It also held that what
made their contributions exceptionally valuable was their compassion. The
organization thus reinstated the figure of the patriotic war hero, which had
been undermined by the circumstances of the Vietnam War, but also empha-
sized that this hero’s most important qualities were benignity and benevo-
lence. The VWMP’s depictions of “Vietnam women” as heroines of
compassion embraced both the masculine ideal of heroism and the feminine
ideal of care and nurturance. They addressed the multilayered sense of loss
related to the Vietnam War and underscored the importance of compassion
as an antidote to suffering.
The VWMP regarded women’s role in military and wartime settings as sec-

ondary to that of the men. It emphasized that women supported and consoled
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the soldiers, provided them with maternal figures, and created an atmosphere
of domesticity in the combat zone. Although the organization’s narrative was
firmly focussed on the relationship between the suffering soldiers and the com-
passionate “Vietnam women,” it included examples of women’s care for
Vietnamese children. However, the fact that the VWMP’s narrative failed
to engage with ethical concerns regarding American intervention, and
avoided addressing its tragic consequences for the civilians, suggests that
those examples were intended to project a positive image of American military
personnel. The VWMP’s understanding of wartime suffering as well as
“Vietnam women’s” compassion were informed by national loyalties and sen-
timents and, at the same time, served them in some important ways. By point-
ing to women’s sympathy and care for the destitute and vulnerable, the
organization sought to restore the narratives that the American people used
to tell about themselves before the war. Those narratives held that the US
was a redeemer nation, which acted for the good of the other nations of the
world. By showing the sacrifices of the fighting men and the devotion of the
women who supported them, the VWMP attempted to break the stigma con-
nected to their participation in the war and transform this historic event into a
symbol of national reconciliation – it sought to rehabilitate American involve-
ment in the Vietnam War.
When I was preparing the first version of this article in the spring of , a

wave of protests and civil unrest was sweeping across the US after the murder
of an African American named George Floyd at the hands of a white
Minneapolis police officer. The protests pushed for a reexamination of the
enduring legacies of colonialism and racial injustice in the US. Public monu-
ments and statues were at the center of these intense reckonings with the past.
Over the last year, many of the contentious monuments have been removed.

Those events made me wonder about the future of the memorial that I have
been investigating. The annual Veterans Day and Memorial Day ceremonies at
the VWM are attended by a declining number of women who served in
Vietnam, and their families and friends. Although women involved with the
VWMF speak passionately about their experiences, the organization has
failed to engage with younger generations of female veterans. What social sign-
ificance will the memorial have once Vietnam veterans pass away? It would be
interesting to study the memorial’s reception, particularly among women who
serve in the military today. Those women make up more than  percent of
the total US military strength and can serve in all positions, including

 “Nearly One Hundred Confederate Monuments Removed in , Report Says; More than
Seven Hundred Remain,”National Public Radio, at www.npr.org/////
nearly--confederate-monuments-removed-in--report-says-more-than--remai.
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ground combat. Are they aware of the VWM’s presence on the National
Mall? Do they feel a connection to the memorial and the women it commem-
orates? What do they think about its portrayal of gender roles? An examin-
ation of the memorial’s reception – especially shifts in its interpretations
and the meanings ascribed to it – would complement the discussion of the
VWMF’s politics of memory presented in this article. A combination of
those two approaches to studying the public memory surrounding the
VWM could provide new insights into the complex processes by which com-
munities imagine and reimagine their past, under what present circumstances,
and with what visions of the future.
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