
Dear America 
Letters Home From Vietnam 
Background to the conflict  



 

The VCAA criteria specifies that students must engage with “the ways in 

which social, historical and/or cultural values are embodied in the text.” 

 

This means that to demonstrate a well-rounded understanding of Dear 

America: Letters Home to Vietnam, we must be cognisant of the 

circumstances surrounding both:  

 

1. The soldiers’ involvement in the war, in particular things like the 

reasons why America was involved in the war, and the growing 

unpopularity of the war as it progressed. 

2. Edelman’s publication of the text in 1985, ten years after the official 

end of the war. 

 

An understanding of each of these two factors is fundamental.    



The Cold War 



The Cold War 
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Cold War and the 

Communist Threat 

• There was the constant fear of Communism 

spreading as well as the threat of a direct nuclear 

attack on the United States. 

 



The Domino Theory 

• The domino theory 

underpinned the strategy 

of ‘containment’, i.e. that 

if the Communist bloc 

was ‘contained’ to within 

certain borders, it would 

not be able to spread. 

• The domino theory was 

that once Vietnam fell to 

communism the rest of 

South East Asia would 

follow like dominoes. 



The Geneva Agreement 

and the 17th Parallel 

• In 1954 the French withdraw and the country is 

divided along the 17th parallel 

• North is Communist and controlled by Ho Chi Minh, 

the South is a republic, largely Catholic and run by 

the corrupt Diem. 

• Frequent raids and attacks from the north into the 

south as well as attacks from Viet Cong working 

within the South which prompt America to act. 

 



 



America’s involvement in 

the war 

• Ideological – The US government 

saw Communism as a potential 

threat to the American way of life, 

their personal freedoms. This was 

what its propaganda promoted. 

• Many servicemen early on 

believed they were fighting for a 

cause – to stop the spread of 

Communism.  

 



America’s longest war 

• Peak involvement was from 1965-1969 – 500,000 

troops were in country 

• The Draft/Conscripts – often from lower socio-

economic groups and minorities. 



Guerilla Warfare 

 

• Training/fighting techniques of the US did not match 

the guerrilla tactics of the Viet Cong 

• According to Wikipedia, Guerrilla warfare is a form 

of irregular warfare in which a small group of 

combatants including, but not limited to, armed 

civilians (or "irregulars") use military tactics, such as 

ambushes, sabotage, raids, the element of surprise, 

and extraordinary mobility to harass a larger and 

less-mobile traditional army, or strike a vulnerable 

target, and withdraw almost immediately. 

• American had never before fought a war like it – in 

terms of enemy strategy and geography. 



 



Time they are a changin’ 

1960/70s 

• The Pill and the women’s 
movement 

• Television – the war played into 
every lounge room 

• JFK assassinated, Bobby 
Kennedy assassinated 

• The Civil Rights Movement – 
Assassination of Martin Luther 
King, Malcolm X 

• The Space Race – an extension 
of the Cold War – US wins with 
first man to walk on the Moon 

• Peace movements and 
moratoriums, Kent State killings 

 



The Television War 
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The Tet Offensive in 1968 was a turning point for the army as media 

coverage. In America, the war now received predominantly negative 

coverage.   

 

The My Lai massacre is seen without a doubt as the 'point of no return' 

for the army in terms of media coverage. The US' position in Vietnam 

had become indefensible and anti-war sentiment had reached its highest 

levels, returning veterans were no longer praised but instead were 

mocked, abused and avoided. 

 



The Television War 

 

 

 

 
Vietnam was not only a new experience for the Americans in the 

sense of the tactics used by the enemy, but also that of the 

media. For the first time ever the footage and images from the 

war were reported back home in newspapers and on the 

television.  The army and its actions, successes and failings were 

being scrutinised by the public leading to a massive rise in anti-

war movements from the end of the 1960s onwards. 



The Television War 

 



Effects of sentiment at 

home on the troops? 
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Effects of sentiment at home on the 

troops? 
Reaction to being unappreciated, even resented. 

In a letter to the editor of the Greenfield Recorder 

on 23 July 1970, Greg Lusco writes (on pp. 226-

227):  

 “Don’t shout and preach your nothingness to 

 me.  I  am ashamed to be fighting to keep you 

 safe … Yes, I am bringing the war home.  We’ll 

 see if you’re as good in fighting as you are in 

 protesting … May your children honour and 

 respect our dead and chastise your actions…” 

 

 



Effects of sentiment at home on 

the troops? 
Reaction to being unappreciated, even 

resented. 

P248 December 14 1968 Daniel Bates 

“I am so disgusted with America – all 

these riots and fights. And to top it all, 

men are dying every day over here 

fighting their asses off.” 



A long protracted war 

• Vietnamese - Civilian and military casualties are 

estimated to be somewhere in the vicinity of two 

million 

• US 58,267 KIA,  

• 303,644 WIA,  

• 1711 MIA 

 

 



US withdrawal 

 

 

• 1969 Nixon’s policy of ‘Vietnamisation’ – 

the South would be assisted in material 

matters but the fighting would be theirs to 

tackles alone. 

• A move to a tactical and protracted 

withdrawal of troop numbers over the next 

three years. 

• Their involvement in the war ultimately ends 

in 1973. 

 

 

 



Welcome home losers! 

 

 

• Unlike WW1 and WW2, in which America had seen itself as 

an insuperable military power, in Vietnam the US was 

defeated in what had become and overwhelmingly 

unpopular war – consequently there is no national 

celebration of welcoming home for the troops. 

• Soldiers were resented rather than praised upon their 

return. 

 

 



Welcome home losers! 

 

 



Stereotypes 

 

• “The Vieteran was quickly stereotyped.  Because the war was so warped, 

the illogic went, the soldiers must have been, too.  In movies and on 

television shows, the drug-crazed baby killer, consumed by guilt, filled 

with anger, unable to love, became the model for the combat vet.” 

• Bernard Edelmen, Preface to Dear America: Letter’s Home to Vietnam 



Baby killers? 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This picture is the most famous of all picture taken from the Vietnam War. The girl 

running in the middle is named Kim Phuc, at the time 9 years old. The American 

planes dropped napalm (jellylike gasoline bomb) on the town, and it hit the girl, 

burning her flesh. 

 

                  

 



Baby killers? 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                  

 



Psychologically 

devastated? 



Crazy? 



Bitter? 



Homeless? 

“It was definitely rough when I came home from the war in 1978,” says Richard 

McAdams, a veteran who served in the Marines during the Vietnam war. “I got off 

the plane and they were spitting on me and calling me baby-killer.” 



Drug and alcohol 

addicted? 



Why is the historical 

context important? 

Dear America: Letters Home From Vietnam was first published in 1985 by The New 

York Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial Commission 

 

Its editor, Bernard Edeleman, writes in the Preface that: 

  

 “There are no simple truths about the Vietnam War.  It was a war that 

 embodied the turbulence and ferment of the ‘60s.  Young men fought an 

 elusive enemy for a cause that wrenched apart the nation the longer it 

 dragged on, a cause obscured, finally, by the absence of victory.  In Vietnam, 

 the illusion of American military omnipotence was shattered. It was our 

 longest war, costing 58,000 American lives and 300,000 wounded.  It 

 succeeded only in leaving a legacy of bitterness and unacknowledged 

 sacrifice.” 

 

 



Why is the historical 

context important? 

Dear America was written to “coincide with the tenth 

anniversary of the official end of the war – 7 May 1975.”  

An important part of Edelman’s project was to challenge 

these stereotypes.  He writes: 

  
 “Two parameters were set in selecting the material:  all 

 correspondence must have been penned during the 

 war; each should provide descriptions or psychological 

 insights that would in some way amplify the human 

 dimensions of Vietnam experiences.” 

 



To sum up,  the social, historical and cultural 

values embedded in Dear America as a whole 

because: 

- Edelman edited the book to counter stereotypes 

that were created both during and after the war 

by “amplify[ing] the human dimension” of 

servicemen in Vietnam. 

- What does this mean?  By providing insights into 

the personality of the soldiers, an audience is 

more likely to sympathise and empathise rather 

than accept the stereotypes.  

Which social, historical and cultural 

values are important? 



The social, historical and cultural values are also 

embedded in the individual letters themselves.  

The sentiments of the soldiers express what they 

think is important, for instance, recognition of the 

sacrifice of their colleagues, patriotism, etc. 

 

 

 

 

 

Which social, historical and cultural 

values are important? 


