
 

 

157 

 

 

  

 

Abstract 

 
Penulisan ini bertujuan untuk menganalisa novel dari Michael Shaara yang berjudul The Killer Angels dengan 

menggunakan teori New Historicism. The Killer Angels adalah sebuah novel fiksi yang menceritakan kisah 

Pertempuran Gettysburg,sebuah titik balik dalam Perang Saudara Amerika. Novel ini menyuguhkan kepada para 

pembaca semangat kepahlawanan yang ditunjukkan oleh hampir dua juta pria yang berjuang dalam Perang Saudara 

Amerika. Menariknya novel ini dibuat dan diterbitkan tepat di era Perang Vietnam yang menjadi aib memalukan 

karena merupakan kekalahan perang pertama bagi Amerika Serikat dan hingga kini masih meninggalkan trauma 

perang yang mendalam bagi warganya. Oleh karena itu, teori New Historicism yang dipopulerkan oleh Greenblatt 

merupakan metode yang tepat untuk menganalisa novel tersebut. Tulisan ini akan menelaah tiga masalah utama: 

(1) menganalisa peristiwa yang terjadi di novel maupun peristiwa sejarah yang asli, (2) mengungkapkan kejadian-

kejadian penting yang terjadi pada waktu pembuatan novel ini dan (3) mencari nilai-nilai yang terkandung di dalam 

teks termasuk mengungkap alasan pengarang dalam pembuatan novel ini. Penelitian ini menggunakan analisis 

deskriptif dalam pembahasan sehingga diharapkan menghasilkan analisa yang tepat. Inti dari penulisan karya ini 

ialah novel The Killer Angels menyatakan adanya hubungan Perang Saudara Amerika yang digambarkan di dalam 

novel dengan kondisi sosial-politik yang terjadi di Amerika Serikat selama berlangsungnya Perang Vietnam.  
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Introduction 

History talks about all events in human’s life that happened in the past. History commonly focuses on 

human lives and society as a way to understand them, and their great effort. History book have long been 

become a reference for many literatures and guides for many people to learn the past events. Still, many 

people more enjoy reading literature books and watching movies that contain historical accounts and 

capture historical events, such as names, places and dates. Therefore, it can be conclude that literature and 

art works can be an alternative to present and visualize history. Movies, novels, poems and short stories 

have been produce to attract people to look at history in a different way. One example comes from Michael 

Shaara’s The Killer Angels (1974), a novel about historical fiction that covers the Battle of Gettysburg, 

the turning point of the American Civil War. It won the Pulitzer Prize in 1975, also was the source for the 

screenplay for the 1993 movie, Gettysburg that written and directed by Ronald F. Maxwell.  

In The Killer Angels, Michael Shaara brings us a vivid image of what the battle was like and centralizes 

on the actions of the common soldier, even though it is from the leader’s point of view.  Shaara was able 

to bring to the reader a little of the war and actual feelings about the war. Although this book was a fiction 

novel but this book contributes a detailed description and story of the Battle of Gettysburg (Shaara). The 

Killer Angels published during one of America’s worst periods of the involvement in Vietnam War. For 

a decade, start on 1964 until 1975 United States come to Vietnam to help their ally, South Vietnamese 

and fight communism. However, Americans suffered the pain and humiliation of their first military defeat, 

and many still are struggling to come to grips with the meaning of the Vietnam War. Uniquely Shaara 

released his novel in the bad time for a war novel and make a big question about relationship between the 

novel and discourses concerning anti war or pro war in America during the Vietnam War. 

The Killer Angels is a novel that used an American Civil War as a background setting and especially 

the action during Battle of Gettysburg. The novel received the 1975 Pulitzer Prize for Fiction and selling 
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nearly three million copies as of 1996. However very little was written about The Killer Angels except for 

the reviews that published at the time of its initial printing and at the time of the release of its film 

adaptation, Gettysburg (1993). Nevertheless we can still found some work  that give several critics which 

they have not only retold its interesting and touching novel, but also re-evaluated it in new historical way. 

First from Kevin Grauke writes about Michael Shaara’s The Killer Angels (1974) and Charles Frazier’s 

Cold Mountain (1997) in term of the social and political stress exerted upon the nation by, in Shaara’s 

case, the Vietnam War, and in Frazier’s case, the approach of the millennium. Grauke explain that in the 

1970s, The Killer Angels recast the Civil War as a parable of Vietnam; in the 1990s, Cold Mountain recast 

it as a backdrop to the political and spiritual concerns that faced a growing number of individuals as the 

millennium approached (Grauke 57). Second from Peter S. Kindsvatter, who criticize about the 

experiences of soldiers at war as recounted in fiction and personal accounts especially in literature of war, 

but he don’t use specific theory to examine its. He only examines the relation between soldiers’ experience 

with literary work. He also explains about coward, comrades and killer angels. Kindsvatter emphasizes in 

his work that the lessons from literature of war is the best ways to gain experience about war and how to 

handle it especially for new soldiers (Kindsvatter 31). 

On the whole, above criticism share similar values which regard both literary work and its historical 

background as supporting each others. Those criticisms give strong opinion that Michael Shaara try to 

capture the situation and culture in America during Vietnam War and portray it into his novel. However, 

this study will analyze the portrayal of U.S. Civil War in Michael Shaara’s The Killer Angels relate to the 

American social-political condition during the Vietnam War by using New Historicism theory. Therefore, 

it will make difference between three criticisms in above with this study, especially in use of theory.   

Further, to make a precise analysis this study use descriptive analysis in discussing the problems. This 

supported by the sources that are gained from dialogues, events, and action presented in novel. The 

analysis also supported by related criticism about the work to complete the analysis. This study applies 

the theory of New Historicism to interpret the history in different outlook and to get a deep analysis.  

Because New Historicism claimed, be more neutral approach to analyze historical events and to be 

sensitive towards different situations (Myers). In the late 1970s and early 1980s, literary critics seemed to 

become more interested in the relationship between literature and history. How literature reflected, shaped 

and represented history. New historicism views historical accounts as narratives, as stories, that are 

inevitably biased according to the point of view, conscious or unconscious, of those who write them 

(Tyson 286).  In New Historicist interpretation, consequently, history has not viewed as the cause or the 

source of a work. Instead, the relationship between history and the work is seen as dialectic: the literary 

text is interpreted as both product and producer, end and source, of history (Myers).  

In spite of its big role, a new historical reading seems somewhat less popular than readings with other 

literary approaches. In fact, new historicism is actually a significant approach to literature that has 

influenced the way people view history. Foucault said that history is the complex interrelationship of a 

variety discourse, the various ways such as artistic, social, political and so on that people think and talk 

about their world (Bressler 220). It means to interpret the historical events we must look in other view as 

from social-politic aspect and other aspects include use our own bias to analyze historical issues. This 

study views historical issues using their own psychological and ideological positions relative to the 

material by using self-positioning. It related with Louis Montrose that also make new historical essay and 

he announces his own biases to examine it, Montrose writes about issues that are socially relevant today, 

because Montrose want not only rethinking the culture of historical events but also rethinking our own 

culture today (Tyson 290).  

Stephen Greenblatt one of the leading exponents of New Historicism, was the first to coin this term in 

the introduction to a collection of essays in Genre (Tiwary 79). He had second thought about this term 

and he said that he used this term inadvertently and would prefer Cultural Poetics to New Historicism. 

However, the term New Historicism remains in practice and holds a special place as a critical tool for 

interpretation of literary texts. Greenblatt emphasized social and cultural practices that surrounded the 

text. A textual representation or a literary text, therefore, is product of its negotiation with history and 
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cultural exchange that becomes an interesting site for the New Historicists. Therefore, Greenblatt’s theory 

is the suitable theory for this study.  

 In order to analyze the work, materials and data are needed to collect from various media; books, 

encyclopedias, articles, as well as browsing from reliable website to gain information to strengthen the 

argument in this study, especially about The Killer Angels, U.S. Civil War, Vietnam War and New 

Historicism. There are two kinds of historical sources to be considered as analysis on the issue of history 

that regarding the subject of this study. These included the sources dealing with history of U.S. Civil War, 

which considered as official history. The other is a new historical that is originated from Battle of the 

Gettysburg. Other sources are about the condition of American society during Vietnam War.  

 The study limits the focus on the U.S. Civil War especially in Battle of Gettysburg, took place 

between Monday, June 29, 1863, and Friday, July 3, 1863 around the town of Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. 

The U.S. Civil War history is limited in the year 1863 and the area in Pennsylvania concentrating in town 

of Gettysburg. This study also focuses on the condition of American society during Vietnam War (1965-

1972) when this book produce, also some major characters in Vietnam War. We need to find relation or 

some comparisons and data between Civil War and Vietnam War legacy. The Killer Angels has revealed 

the relationship between the portrayals of Civil War and social-political condition that happened in United 

States of America during Vietnam War.  

Analysis 

 The analysis divided into three themes, which were the analysis events of both official history and 

novel, then reveals dominant discourses of the period and examines values implicit in the text itself 

including the reasons of the author to make the novel. The first theme of this study focused on analysis 

events of both official history and novel. The analysis based on selected events on the novel that believed 

had strong relation with the construction image of U.S condition during Vietnam War. The events were 

the Chamberlain speech in front of Maine mutineers’ and battle of Little Round Top part of Battle of 

Gettysburg. In the novel, the events of Chamberlain’s speech started from a captain from the 118th 

Pennsylvania delivers 120 mutineers to Chamberlain, with orders to shoot any man who will not fight. 

The mutineers mistakenly signed up for three-year enlistments when the rest of old 2nd Maine regiment 

only signed up for two years. They have starved, driven to exhaustion, and otherwise badly treated. When 

the unit ordered to move out a short time later, Chamberlain speaks to the mutineers, letting the words 

come from his heart. He will not shoot them and asks for their help and promises to look into their cause 

after the upcoming battle.  

Shaara intention in criticize politic condition and especially about communism can we know from this 

statement through narrative explanation about Chamberlain’s background: 

“He had grown up believing in America and the individual and it was a stronger faith than his faith in God. 

This was the land where no man had to bow... This was the first place on earth where the man mattered 

more than the state. True freedom had begun here and it would spread eventually over all the earth” (Shaara 

22). 

This statement, particularly the last two sentences, means that we must fight Communism’s threat 

toward democracy same as Confederacy’s threat toward the Union. The word “state” itself can be refer to 

both Confederate States or communist state and according to the foreign relations policy of the United 

States government during the Cold War, the free world and more country will threatened with the domino 

effect of communism (Grauke 48). If compared both official history and novel, Shaara showed his 

intention about Chamberlain speech in front of Maine mutineers’ event rather than Buford’s effort in 

defending Gettysburg event. From this, we can know how Shaara try to reconsider how American peoples 

must be in action against threat of communism. The narrative continues with this statement: 

“If men were equal in America, all these former Poles and English and Czechs and blacks, then they were 

equal everywhere…there were only free men and slaves. …it was not even patriotism but a new faith. The 

Frenchman may fight for France, but the American fights for mankind, for freedom; for the people, not the 

land” (Shaara 22). 
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From this statement, we can understand that it intended to make the readers as American peoples feel 

about the pride and the sense of freedom and equality. Make the American peoples not only in contrast to 

the South’s institution of slavery, but also in contrast to communism’s “slavery” of individuals to the 

state. The Chamberlain’s speech about freedom and equality can be comparable with President Lincoln 

short speech in National Cemetery for the Union dead at Gettysburg on November 19, 1863, famous 

known as Gettysburg Address. Lincoln’s address gave a new focus to the war effort that the North was 

fighting for freedom and democracy (Todras 36). 

In the novel, the Battle of Little Round Top has showed Chamberlain’s decision, bravery and 

leadership. Chamberlain has the order to defend Little Round Top to prevent Confederate flanking Union 

position and gain advantage in high position. However, after several fighting with enemies, his regiment 

out of ammunitions, most of his troops are injured or dead and Chamberlain order to his soldiers to fix 

bayonets and attack the Confederate regiment until their retreat. Here is the statement of that event: 

“Fix bayonets! Charge! He leaped down from the boulder, still screaming …and he saw the whole 

Regiment rising and pouring over the wall and beginning to bound down through the dark bushes… 

Chamberlain saw gray men below stop, freeze, crouch, then quickly turn” (Shaara 143). 

From the statement above show us about act of valor that presented by Union army and Michel Shaara 

clearly explain in his novel. Like Kindsvatter said that The Killer Angels abounds with lessons in 

leadership and generalship, and it is for this reason, along with its readability, that the book is so popular 

(44). 

 Based on the official history, Battle of Little Round Top happened in American Civil War era. As 

shown in the novel, the defenders of Little Round Top lead by Colonel Joshua Chamberlain and the 

attackers only mentioned from Alabama and Texas Regiment. The official history noted the battle 

happened in July 2, 1863 (Rice 63). Colonel Joshua L. Chamberlain, a college professor in civilian life, 

arrived at the crest with 386 volunteers from 20th Maine Regiment just in time to repulse the initial rebel 

thrust (Rice 71). Chamberlain receives the Congressional Medal of Honor for his action in that day and 

after war end he elected become governor of Maine (LaFantasie 68). Based on book Battle That Changed 

the World – Battle of Gettysburg written by Earl Rice Jr, the Battle of Little Round Top was the most 

noted battle in the Gettysburg, because that little hill held “the key” of the whole position Union defences 

(69). From here Shaara try to recast again that Little Round Top similar with Vietnam, if it fell down so 

other defences of Union will down too, like in Vietnam too.  

 The second theme of the study revealed a dominant discourses of the period in which the novel 

was produce in 1960’s: The dominant discourse of debate and protest about Vietnam War in America. 

Because like Greenblatt explained to make a full cultural analysis will need to push beyond the boundaries 

of the text, to establish links between the text and values, institutions, and practices elsewhere in the 

culture (Payne 12). The Vietnam War, America’s longest war, also proved it is most divisive. Between 

1965 and 1973, the Vietnam issue dominated political debate in the country, destroying the presidency of 

Lyndon Johnson. The public supports for the war decrease year by year and there are difference public 

view concerning American involvement in Vietnam as a mistake. The media also contributing in eroded 

of the public support in war. The American media (newspapers, magazines, and television) reported on 

and reflected this division in the nation over the issue of the Vietnam War. Some military leaders believed 

the media was the cause of the division over the war (Isserman 106).  

 Michael Shaara’s The Killer Angels produced in 1966-1974 or the same time when Vietnam War 
happen. It makes assessment that the novel has strong connection with the Vietnam War but interestingly 

the novel itself only raise U.S. Civil War as the background. However, in this novel we can found 

similarity between these two wars. Both of wars give strong division of belligerents participants. 

Generally, both two wars are only about North against South and in the end of war the South was defeated.  

  In the U.S. Civil War it is about the Confederacy (Confederate States, formed by the Southern 

states that seceded from the Union from 1860 to 1861) fights again Union (The Northern states that 

remained loyal to the United States during the Civil War) (Mountjoy 111). Like explained in the book 

Causes of the Civil War: the Differences between the North and South, the most obvious difference 



Vietnam and the Civil War: a New Historical Perspective of Michael Shaara’s the Killer Angels 

 

 

161 

 

between Confederacy and Union was about slavery (Mountjoy 15), while Union policy is against slavery 

in opposite the Confederacy supporting slavery.  

 The Vietnam War was a Cold War-era military conflict that occurred in South East Asia 

specifically in Vietnam, the U.S. military and the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) in one side, 

and on the other side, the Vietnam People's Army (also known as the North Vietnamese Army, or NVA), 

and the Viet Cong, a South Vietnamese communist guerrilla force. This is the war between two ideologies, 

communism against democracies. However, some people thought that Vietnam War actually was a civil 

war as Robert McNamara said in his memoir:  

“The war in Vietnam had been a civil war, not a war of foreign aggression. The enemy that the United 

States fought in Vietnam was motivated primarily by nationalism and not by a desire to spread communism 

beyond Vietnam’s borders” (Isserman 37). 

 The Killer Angels portrays the setting of the battleground in Gettysburg like this: hot rainy weather, 

men feasting on ripening cherries as they march and then suffering the after-effects of this diet (Shaara 

2). The condition that portray in the novel actually same with the condition in Vietnam. Vietnam as South 

East Asia country have tropical climate that always dominated with high rain intensity, heat and humidity. 

Soldiers and marines in Vietnam often had to marched up a mountain slope or through a jungle and 

endlessly patrolling the backcountry seeking out the enemy, as the part of “search and destroy” strategy 

(Isserman 74). Soldiers in Vietnam also suffered by local disease such as tropical malaria and suffered by 

the effects of chemical defoliants.   

  In The Killer Angels described that The Confederate Army is a united group. The men in it have 

similar backgrounds, religious beliefs, customs, and language. While they are mostly unpaid, many cannot 

read or write, their physical situation is difficult at best such as no shoes, worn uniforms, and not enough 

food but their morale is very high (Shaara 1). They view Robert E. Lee like as their messiah and so they 

will follow Lee anywhere (Shaara 2). The condition of Confederate Army described in The Killer Angels 

actually same with the description of NVA and Viet Cong during Vietnam War. This condition proved 

by a testimony from Viet Cong senior captain, political cadre, and party member from a poor peasant 

family:  

“We lacked many things. From 1960 to 1962, we were completely self-sufficient… However, the troops’ 

morale was tense, because they never had a moment to rest… We did not have enough medicine to care 

for the sick, nor blankets to warm ourselves… but thanks to the ideological guidance, they still liked the 

Front” (Hunt 79). 

 Meanwhile Shaara describe The Union Army as the opposite, are a mixing of very unified men 

fighting for the unity of their country: 

“…a polyglot mass of vastly dissimilar men… There are strange accents and strange religions and many 

who do not speak English at all …it is a collection of men from many different places who have seen much 

defeat and many commanders“ (Shaara 2). 

They come from all different backgrounds, with different languages, nationalities, religions, and 

customs. They have seen mostly defeat, their morale is terrible, and they have no faith in their leadership, 

which changes often. Most of them are volunteers and another are drafted, usually the enlistment signed 

two or three years paper (Shaara 16).  

 The condition of Union Army described in The Killer Angels actually same with the description 

of U.S. military assigned in Vietnam War. The morale from the soldiers in Vietnam was very low, because 

they mostly come from poor and working-class teenagers and enlisted or drafted in the average age of a 

combat 19 years old. Enlisted men were sent to Vietnam for a 12-month tour of duty, which meant that 

they always countdown their time to come home. Particularly as their duty nearly end and it is, implicate 

to their morale (Isserman 78). Therefore, no one wanted to risk get wounded or killed with only a few 

days or weeks remaining before they are could return to the America. This situation worsened by 

inexperienced commanders caused lost more men in the battle (Isserman 79). Same case also occurred in 

Union Army, which it clearly described by Shaara in his novel:  
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“Lee shook his head again. He was growing weary of this. Why didn't Ewell's assault begin? A cautious 

commander, new to his command. …A.P. Hill is sick. Yet we won. The soldiers won” (Shaara 73). 

 The last theme of this study revealed about the values implicit in the text and it related to find the 

main reason of Michael Shaara as author to make the novel. This theme purposed to understand the author 

intention in the novel. The writer argued that analyzed author reason and author background could make 

the novel historicity clearer. The object of analysis in this theme was Shaara’s statement in the opening 

of the novel.  He stated ‘avoided historical opinions and gone back primarily to the words of the men 

themselves, their letters and other documents - have not consciously changed any fact’ and ‘interpretation 

of character is my own’ (Shaara 1). From this statement, Shaara purposed to make strong image of his 

characters, the battle, and the outcome of the battle to deliver his intention about the condition when the 

novel produced in 1966.  

 Related to it,  the action of novel author placed his intention in the novel the concept of history as 

interpretation in the New Historicism theory. As mentioned by Tyson, New Historicist agreed that there 

was no presentation of facts, only an interpretation (Tyson 283). Because of this, the purpose of author 

could be seen as the reflection for his struggle to interprete the condition, both the condition when the 

novel produced and the setting of the story. Moreover, the interpretation also showed through the story. 

Although the novel took place in American Civil War approximately in June 29 – July 3, 1863, the 

condition was not perfectly match.  

 To examine the text we need to understand about the background from the author first and purpose 

from the creation of this novel too. Because Bressler defines to unlock textual meaning it needs to 

investigates the life of the author and the societal concerns of the author (224). Michael Shaara was born 

in Jersey City, New Jersey, on June 23, 1929. After high school, Shaara’s work experiences followed 

those of one of his favorite authors, Ernest Hemingway. Shaara served as a paratrooper for the 82nd 

Airborne Division from 1946 to 1948, a merchant seaman, and police officer. Michael Shaara wrote more 

than 75 short stories in his life, though the predominant one was science fiction (Kinney 2). In 1968, New 

American Library published Shaara’s first novel The Broken Place, a deeply sharp story of a soldier who 

returns home from the Korean War and becomes a prizefighter. For addition, Shaara also partake in boxing 

amateur prizefight.   

 His father, Michael Joseph Sr., was an Italian immigrant active in local unions and politics (the 

family name originally spelled as Sciarra). His mother, Alleene Maxwell Shaara was from the South, with 

family roots going back to Thomas Jefferson and “Light Horse Harry” Lee (Kinney 2). The diversity in 

his parents brought him in touch with both worlds, North and South, a factor that probably allowed him 

to understand both sides in the Civil War as he claimed in an interview: “I've lived half and half, two 

different worlds. Both worlds are gone today. The loss of the South is like a fantasy that disappeared” 

(Latham 6).  

 Shaara became interested in the history of U.S. Civil War after he found old letters from his great-

grandfather, a member of the 4th Georgia Infantry, who injured at Gettysburg. Seeking to learn more 

about his great-grandfather’s experiences there, Shaara took a family trip to Gettysburg in 1966. The two 

returned in 1970 to finish the research, and David McKay published it in 1974, after 15 rejections by other 

publishers (Kinney 3). The book’s genius is in Shaara’s ability to minimize a huge subject to a few people 

and events that could make it personal for the reader. Shaara’s background provided the insight to see 

both sides of the conflict. The results are crisp characters, vivid images, and an objectivity that avoided 

making heroes out of one side or the other. 

 The novel published when the American public feel discontent with the deeply involvement of 

United States in Vietnam, particularly after the 1968 Tet Offensive and 1970 escalation of the war into 

Cambodia (Grauke 46). Public also believe that United States should withdraw from Vietnam and feel 

that war is full with brutality. Shaara created The Killer Angels as a defense of United States involvement 

in Vietnam. Shaara turns to the Civil War that clearly depicts moral conflict, particularly as comparison 

to the Vietnam War. By doing this, he try to transmit the spirit of patriotism and courage of the Union 

Army of 1863 to the U. S. armed forces of the 1960s and 1970s that were fighting communism in 
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Southeast Asia (Grauke 50). If confederate win, slavery would have continued and spread. So does if 

communism wins and sweep through Vietnam and spread through neighboring countries. Finally, it would 

continue spreading until it reached the United States, where it would destroy all the freedoms and rights 

we had struggled to maintain.   

Conclusion 

To sum up, the study finds that Michael Shaara’s The Killer Angels has recast the Civil War as parable 

of Vietnam War. As the shape of response for antiwar movement and unpatriotic feeling that shows by 

Americans public in that time. Awaken the American public into awareness of the threat of communism; 

and support the U.S. involvement in Vietnam is the appropriate action to protect freedom and democracy. 

He also tries to transfer the gloriousness and patriotism feeling of the Union Army of 1863 to the U. S. 

armed forces of the 1960s and 1970s.  
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