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Does the Burns/Novick
Vietnam War Documentary
Series Deserve an Emmy?

To fully communicate the terrible reality and continuing legacy of the American war in Vietnam, one
must have the courage to admit that the United States rained incredible violence on the Vietnamese
people for no defensible cause, as it sought to replace France as the dominant power in Southeast Asia.
Ken Burns and Lynn Novick assert at the beginning of their documentary series that the war “was begun
in good faith by decent people, out of fateful misunderstandings.” Even a cursory reading of the Pentagon
Papers disclosed by Daniel Ellsberg demonstrates the falseness of this claim of American innocence.
The series pays scant attention to the millions of civilian deaths in Southeast Asia, the devastation of
the land, and the enduring impact of Agent Orange contamination and of unexploded ordnance (10%
of the 7 million tons of bombs dropped never exploded), all caused mainly by the American military.
Instead, Burns and Novick in The Vietnam War—while justifiably critical of American Presidents and
military leaders—mainly focus on the harm visited upon U.S. soldiers who were ordered to fight in
Vietnam. They reinvigorate Cold War myths that the Vietnamese anti-colonial struggle was carried on
as an extension of Soviet/Chinese Communist expansion.
Instead of being honored for its accomplishments, the profound U.S. antiwar movement is belittled
as self-interested and self-indulgent, with stress on its supposed deep antagonism toward American
soldiers. The documentary does not put forth an honest moral critique of the war. Instead, the views
of pro-war career professionals are put forward. Daniel Ellsberg is absent, while Martin Luther King’s
opposition is sanitized by omitting his powerful words: “The shirtless and barefoot people of the land
are rising up as never before. The people who sat in darkness have seen a great light. We in the West
must support these revolutions.”
In this war-torn world, what is desperately needed and what Burns and Novick fail to convey is an
honest rendering of that war to help the American people avoid yet more catastrophic wars. The
Emmy Award is a powerful recognition of truth in art. Crowned with an Emmy, this defective history
of the Vietnam era will become required viewing for generations of young Americans—a seductive,
but false, interpretation of events.
As veterans who served during that time and during subsequent wars, and as civilians who actively
oppose them today, we ask that these issues be seriously considered when voting for the “Best
Documentary Series” this year.
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