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Nonfiction

SPIT AND SPIN: RIVAL “MEMORY
NARRATIVES” OF VETERAN ABUSE

My memory says 1 90 that. My conscience says I could
not have done that. Eventually my memory yields.

— Friedrich Nietzsche

Iz a true war story nothing i ever absolutely true.

—Tim O'Brien, The Things They Carried

It's an often-cited moment in an iconic film. Sylvester
Stallone's John Rambo, having recently returned from Vietnam
and having more recently unleashed mayhem on an American
town, is confronted by his former Green Beret commander,
who tells him, “It’s over, Johnny. It's over.” The anguished
veteran replies:

Nothing is over! Nothing! You just don’t turn it off. It
wasn't my war. You asked me, I didn't ask you. And I did
what I had to do to win. But somebody wouldn't let us win.
Then I come back to the world and T see all those maggots
at the airport. Protesting me. Spitting. Calling me baby
killer and all kinds of vile crap. Who are they to protest me?
Huh? Who are they?

First Blood, where this famous scene occurs, came out in 1982.
Sixteen years later, sociology professor and Vietnam veteran
Jerry Lembcke published 7he Spitting Image: Myth, Memory, and
the Legacy of Vietnam. In it, he argued that the image of protestors
spitting on soldiers returning from Vietnam was a fabrication
encouraged by the Nixon admmstration to marginalize dissenters,
certified by films like First Blood, and cynically exploited by the
first Bush administration to justify the 1991 invasion of Kuwait:
“It was the myth of the spat-upon Vietnam veteran,” Lembcke
wrote, “that galvanized the sentiments of the American people
sufficiently to discredit peace activists and give George Bush

his war” (1998, 17).
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