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Abstract

The Vietnam Prisoner of War Experience:
Links Between Communication and Resilience
by

Linda D. Henman

Resilience has been studied from a variety of perspectives, but links between
communication and resilience have been overlooked. In contrast to the other populations
of captives who have been studied, the repatriated Vietnam prisoners of war (VPOWs) are
suffering almost no mental illness. The VPOWS' narratives provide a theoretical frame for
thinking of resilience as a communication phenomenon. By making and sharing meaning
on intrapersonal, interpersonal, and group levels, the VPOWSs were able to emerge whole,
optimistic, and healthy. Understanding the association between communication and
resilience among the VPOWs required an examination of literature in several domains.
First, the literature by and about the VPOWs provides a starting point for understanding
this group. Resilience literature forms the foundation for knowing how people bounce
back from trauma. Communication theory builds the infrastructure for appreciating a new
dimension for understanding how people create meaning and then share that meaning with
others. Finally, systems theory furnishes a perspective for realizing the constellation of
factors that helped the VPOWs remain resilient. This was a qualitative study which
entailed the interviewer joining the Navy's team of researchers and aligning herself with
them for over a year. Phase I consisted of approximately 50 unstructured interviews with
repatriated VPOWs. Phase Il involved interviewing 12 participants in a structured, topical
format. Chronicling the subjective accounts of these men and framing them as
communication allowed an examination of the results. Intrapersonal communication
consisted of patriotism, faith in God, optimism, finding a purpose, and avoiding apathy.
Dyadic communication and humor were the basis of sharing meaning between individuals.
Interdependency, competition, a military system, and supporting others to avoid apathy
formed the structure for sharing meaning within a group. Meaning making at the
intrapersonal, interpersonal, and group levels offers an alternative perspective for
understanding resilience. Knowing that human connection virtually insured the survival
and resilience of these men indicates effective communication is contagious, as is
resilience. Through the creation of social support, these fiercely independent men learned
to rely on their own power and to draw a sense of mastery from each other.
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

On August 5, 1964 Navy Lt. (j.g.) Everett Alvarez, Jr., 26 , became the first
Naval aviator to be shot down in the war in North Vietnam. He was to be
incarcerated in Hanoi until February of 1973. He, like many others, was to be
beaten, tortured, starved, and plagued by parasites and disease during the ensuing
years. The narratives of the Vietnam prisoners of war (VPOWs) are filled with
frightening stories, stories that seem almost too horrible to believe. In fact, some
of the people who actually visited the POWs in Vietnam, such as Jane Fonda,
accused the VPOWs of fabricating the tales (Chapman, 1973, April 19).

Certainly the collective experience of these men would cause a reader of fiction
to question whether such unrestrained savagery could really exist. Perhaps a novel
about several hundred men recounting tales of tragedy, death, loneliness, and
despair would be seen as too contrived. Such things just do not happen. In this
case, however, fact was indeed more bizarre than fiction. Understanding the
capacity for people to endure such horrific circumstances and to emerge as
functioning people teaches much about the human spirit flourishing in
communities.

The tale would seemingly be a sad one. How could it be anything other?
Without question it is a tragic story, but more than that, it is an inspirational one.

For every account of unspeakable atrocity there are two of heroism and



selflessness. For every tear of sadness, there is one of joy. The towering courage
of these men, their unwavering commitment to each other, their stalwart sense of
purpose, and their indomitable spirit provide lessons in survival, coping, hardiness,
and the importance of community. Because they have emerged whole, healthy
men, theirs is a story of endurance and victory.
Description of the Study

This study uncovers some of the gaps in the information about the VPOWs,
their history, and their abilities to create a culture in captivity. The study is
intended to augment the findings of the various quantitative studies, to enrich the
learnings of the lived experience. The quantitative data that indicate VPOWs have
fared well provide only part of the picture. Knowing why and how these men were
able to achieve mental health helps explain the reasons for success. This study
examines the personal VPOW accounts and interprets them in a frame of
communication theory as they relate to resiliency. By shedding some light on the
personal, subjective experience of the Vietnam POWs, perhaps the reasons for the
VPOWs' hardiness will become clearer and more meaningful.

This investigation proposes possible explanations for hardiness. The literature
certainly suggests there are links between communication and resilience. The
assumption was the interviews of the participants would support the existing

literature.



Purpose of the Study

The information gleaned from the Navy's study of 138 men for over 20 years is
invaluable, yet many voids exist. The findings that have measured posttraumatic
stress disorder (PTSD), general adjustment, and coping in solitary confinement are
quantitative in nature, so much of the subjectivity of the experience has been
ignored.

In 1975, two years after repatriation, John Deaton conducted a self-report
questionnaire study of 137 Navy repatriated Vietnam prisoners of war (RVPOWs)
who had all been aviators and had experienced solitary confinement during their
incarceration. Deaton's findings provide a measurable, quantitative picture of the
VPOWS' coping skills. However, the expressiveness of the experience, the
individual account, has never been reflected.

Schutz (1970) argued that language is the central medium for transmitting
meaning. Accordingly, social phenomenology rests on the tenet that social
interaction constructs as much as conveys meaning. Words are the constitutive
blocks of reality that the VPOWs used to create meaning for themselves and to
share meaning with each other. Yet, these words have remained unrecorded for
more than 20 years.

Why have the VPOWs done so well since repatriation? Why have they fared
better than previous prisoner groups? What still remains to be learned? The
purpose of this study is to build on the existing information and to provide

additional insights about the intrapersonal and interpersonal coping strategies the



POWs either intentionally employed or inadvertently stumbled upon. The value of
these coping strategies can then be estimated in terms of their consequences; that
is, they can be appreciated in light of the present life adjustments of the individuals
concerned.

This study rests on the premise that communication includes a wide range of
behaviors, thoughts, and feelings. All that humans do involves communication
because ideas and emotions are constructs of intrapersonal or self-communication.
Examining three specific types of communication, intrapersonal, dyadic, and group
communication, three of the commonly acknowledged forms of communication
(Cunningham, 1992), allows a more thorough analysis of the role communication
may have played in the POW experience and the function it may continue to play
more than 20 years after repatriation.

Identifying patterns of behavior and interpreting them in a frame of
communication theory builds confidence that certain kinds of communication
behaviors served as coping mechanisms that were beneficial for POWs and could
be advantageous to people in less traumatic yet stressful situations.

Argument for the Study

Deaton's 1975 study focused on learning how the VPOWs coped in solitary
confinement. Deaton's findings provide a basis for understanding what the
RPOWs perceived their coping strategies to have been while they were in solitary,
but more needs to be said about how these behaviors or strategies were used

throughout the captivity situation.



Since the literature identifies social support as a construct of resilience,
discovering more about it provides a clearer picture of how the VPOWs relied on
each other to find a purpose in their lives. Perhaps the same coping behaviors this
group used in solitary confinement are some of the same coping strategies they
used later, but some new knowledge needs to be generated.

The general area of the VPOWS' survival behavior has been studied from
several angles, such as coping; but no study has concentrated on the why and how
of the communication system. In addition, no study looks at this group from a
systems perspective. That is, no study has examined a constellation of factors that
may have worked together to bolster resilience, so important considerations may
have been missed. The social support of the POWs occurred within a well defined
context. Understanding the context of the behavior provides the underpinnings for
appreciating how the POW communication system played an important role in the
men's resilience.

Another limitation of the Deaton study is that it concentrates on survival.
Knowing how the POWs survived is only part of the picture. They did much more
than survive. Now, more than 20 years later, there is evidence that the members of
this group not only survived, but they also went on to enjoy unexpectedly
productive lives. In other words, these men are hardy. Using the current
information, a reexamination is warranted. Now that some conclusions can be
drawn that what these men did worked over a 20 year span, their stories. merit

further examination.



The findings are more impressive when seen as encompassing a long span of
time. In other words, making claims about resiliency S years after repatriation
might engender a "so what?" reaction. However, the continued hardiness of the
VPOWs after more than 20 years lends credibility to the conclusions and to new
learnings.

Another impressive point about the current findings involves the populations
considered. The VPOWs are compared to their control group counterparts and to
the general population. One would expect the incidence of trauma related
problems to be radically higher among the POW group, so even moderate
elevations in PTSD diagnoses in that group would be considered important enough
to study. However, that is not the case. According to the work of Nice, Garland,
Hilton, Baggett & Mitchell (1996), there is no higher diagnosis rate of PTSD in
the VPOWs than in the general population. The VPOWs obviously did something
right.

Telling the stories of these men and detailing what they did to cause their
long-term resilience is important for several reasons. First, knowing what worked
with the Vietnam group provides an important teaching tool for the survival
schools in helping them identify explicit constructive behaviors that have worked in
previous circumstances. This information provides a basis for presenting a kind of
repertoire of reactions to the survival school participants. Passing on to future
potential prisoners the proven techniques of the past allows these people to

become active agents in their own hardiness. In addition, knowing that these



RPOWs continue to enjoy productive lives after more than 20 years might help to
diffuse the horror of the prospect of captivity.

The second reason this study is valuable concerns people who will never
become prisoners in the classic sense of the word, the general population. What
can the prisoners of life's disappointments learn from this group? Does the
employee of a downsizing company stand to gain from the lessons learned from
the POWs? The corporate battlefield of the 90s is not the horrific place that Hao
Lo prison was, but it can be a scary place to live, nonetheless. Perhaps the lessons
about hardiness the POW have to teach would serve the corporate population well.

The final point has already been mentioned. Uncovering the constructs of the
VPOW resilience allows a clear picture of what this group did while in captivity.
Bringing these coping behaviors to the surface, focusing on their value, and
encouraging their constancy allows the RPOW group to continue to use the
behaviors that served them and continue to serve them.

The RPOWs can become active agents for their ongoing hardiness. After
hearing the results of the impressive statistics concerning the mental health of the
POW group, one RPOW asked in reference to his current life dilemma: "What are
we doing wrong now?" His question was prompted by a desire to improve his
quality of life further. Information about effective behavior these men used in the

past is a reasonable basis for searching for answers to future problems.



Background of the Study

In early 1973, five hundred sixty-six military personnel who had been held
captive in Vietnam were repatriated to the United States. They received
comprehensive medical and psychiatric examinations which indicated the POWs
had been subjected to numerous physical and psychological traumas. Evidence of
high mortality and morbidity rates among World War II and Japanese POWs
prompted concern for the long-term consequences to the Vietnam group. In
response to this concern, the Department of Defense established a comprehensive
annual medical follow-up program for the RPOWs that was scheduled to last 5
years. The initial and primary purpose of this program was to provide preventive
medical follow-up and monitoring, but the later addition of a matched comparison
group in 1976 allowed a longitudinal comparison of the cumulative incidence of
disease between the two groups.

One hundred thirty-eight U.S. Navy RPOWs were enrolled in this study with
their control group counterparts who had never been POWs. Originally the study
took place in San Diego, but the facility has since moved to the Robert E. Mitchell
Center for Prisoner of War Studies at Pensacola Naval Air Station. In June of
1995 I moved from St. Louis to Pensacola to join the team of researchers who are
taking part in this ongoing project. Under the auspices of the Red Cross and the
direction of the command at the center, I have been able to meet and interview

many of the RPOWs and the physicians who have examined them.



The results of the Navy's 20 year follow-up psychological evaluations are
surprising: no more increased incidence of PTSD than in the general population
and no significant differences in adjustment disorders between the POW group and
the contro! group. Therefore, this study will not concentrate on PTSD. Rather, a
myriad of coping behaviors that seemingly prevented the development of PTSD
will be the focus of this discussion.

The possible reasons for the impressive findings of the 20 year study are
numerous: participation in military survival training programs, chronological
maturity of the POWs, ongoing medical and psychological examinations, and the
availability of psychiatric support for the RPOWs and their families. Based on their
study of World War II POWs, Zeis and Dickman (1989) added "emotional
maturity, intelligence, interpersonal skills, educational level, commitment to the
war effort, or locus of control, may be mediating variables that resulted in both
promotion in rank and relative ease of adjustment to the stresses of POW life and
repatriation” (p.86)

However, this was not just a typical group of mature, college educated men.
This was a group of military aviators. That piece of the puzzle might not
immediately seem significant, but the information addressed in Rhinehardt (1970)
and Fine and Hartman's (1968) study of aviator personality provides a foundation
for understanding this group. Unlike members of the general population, the
members of the aviation community deal with the reality of death on a daily basis.

People from any given corporation are not forced to face death as regularly as the






