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 M*A*S*H was one of the most popular and groundbreaking shows on American 

television during its 1972-1983 run.  It told the story of the 4077th Mobile Army Surgical 

Hospital and its personnel, located close to Seoul, South Korea, during the Korean War.  

M*A*S*H is notable for its excellent writing and acting, timeless humor, and its treatment of 

serious issues like war and racism.  The program ended its run with a two-and-a-half hour 

episode, “Goodbye, Farewell, and Amen,” in which the Korean War ended and the 4077th 

personnel went their separate ways. 

 A fairly sizable body of literature on M*A*S*H exists, but only a select few works 

undertake an in-depth look at the historical background of the 1960s and 1970s that influenced 

the show.  Because of the overlap between the Vietnam War and the first years of M*A*S*H, all 

critics of the show acknowledge the influence of the war and the associated antiwar movement 

and suggest that the show’s expression of the antiwar sentiments is what made the show so 

groundbreaking.  In fact, the studies of M*A*S*H place an overwhelming emphasis on the 

Vietnam War and downplay its Korean War setting, and they also tend to ignore the show’s 

treatment of racial issues and other sociocultural movements of the 60s and 70s, instead giving 

priority to the antiwar movement. 

Most of the literature on M*A*S*H falls under the category of guides to the series, or 

within more general guides to sitcoms and television.  Many of the works are also critical 

surveys of television and its themes, so the analysis they provide of M*A*S*H is abbreviated and 

looks mostly at the show as it relates to itself, rather than the larger historical context.  These 

works on M*A*S*H and the guides and studies of television span the decades of the 1980s, 

1990s, and 2000s, though most of the works fall within the latter two decades, since M*A*S*H 

did not end until almost midway through the 1980s.  The studies of M*A*S*H that extensively 
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consider its relationship to the history of the 1960s and 1970s did not emerge until the 1990s.  

Though these works are more historically grounded than their predecessors, they do share a 

common element with earlier works: their authors’ professional areas of study.  Almost all of the 

authors of works on M*A*S*H, no matter what category or time period the work falls into, are 

specialists in film, television, media, journalism, and/or communication studies.  The authors’ 

similar professions reflect the growing popularity of media studies and the fact that M*A*S*H is 

entertainment, but does not diminish the value of their work to any student of the show.   

 The first comprehensive guides to M*A*S*H came out in the years immediately 

following the show’s end in 1983.  David S. Reiss, a freelance writer for TV and magazines, 

wrote a guide that same year: M*A*S*H: The Exclusive, Inside Story to TV’s Most Popular Show 

(1983).
1
  It contains very brief summaries of each episode but mainly focuses on interviews with 

the cast and crew that provide useful insight into the creation and development of the show.  

Suzy Kalter’s guide, The Complete Book of M*A*S*H, appeared five years later in 1988 and is 

more well-known than Reiss’s, most likely because it is more of an episode guide for fans, rather 

than a compilation of interviews.
2
  The Complete Book of M*A*S*H provides detailed synopses 

of each episode and general overviews of each season. 

 After Kalter’s work, another guide focusing exclusively on M*A*S*H did not appear 

until 2009: TV’s M*A*S*H: The Ultimate Guide Book.
3
  It is of particular note for two reasons: 

its authors, Ed Solomonson and Mark O’Neill, became friends because of their mutual love of 

M*A*S*H, and it is the only work on the show written by self-proclaimed fans outside of 

                                                           
1.  David S. Reiss, M*A*S*H: The Exclusive, Inside Story to TV’s Most Popular Show, 2nd ed. (New York: 

MacMillan, 1983). 

2.  Suzy Kalter, The Complete Book of M*A*S*H, 2nd ed. (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1988). 

3.  Ed Solomonson and Mark O’Neill, TV’s M*A*S*H: The Ultimate Guide Book (Albany, GA: BearManor 

Media, 2009). 
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academia or writing careers.  Furthermore, its 2009 publication date seems rather out of place for 

a television show that had, at that time, been over for more than twenty-five years.  This 

relatively recent publication perhaps speaks to the timeless nature of M*A*S*H, as well as the 

dedication of its fans: the 826-page volume includes new interviews, commentary, and 

anecdotes, as well as extremely detailed information about each episode and certain elements of 

the show, such as the theme song—no small feat.  Termed a “labor of love” by the authors, TV’s 

M*A*S*H is an extremely valuable guide because of the insight into the creation of the program 

that it provides through interviews and commentaries. 

 The guides to M*A*S*H fall under a broader category of works that also discuss the 

show, albeit in a much abbreviated fashion: sitcom and television guides.  These works date from 

the 1980s, 1990s, and early 2000s.  The first to include M*A*S*H was Rick Mitz, a self-

proclaimed “sitcom addict,” in The Great TV Sitcom Book (1980), in which he moves 

chronologically from 1949 to 1980 to give brief summaries of each sitcom.
4
  Other subsequent 

sitcom guides that also cover the basic information of TV shows, such as main actors, main 

plot/setting, and years on air, are Prime Time, Prime Movers: From I Love Lucy to L.A. Law—

America’s Greatest TV Shows and the People Who Created Them (1992) by David Marc and 

Robert J. Thompson, Total Television: A Comprehensive Guide to Programming from 1948 to 

the Present (1996) by Alex McNeil, Sitcom Factfinder, 1948-1984: Over 9,700 Details from 168 

Television Shows (2002) by Vincent Terrace, and Laughter in the Living Room: Television 

Comedy and the American Home Audience (2004) by Michael V. Tueth.
5
  In addition to 

                                                           
4.  Rick Mitz, The Great TV Sitcom Book (New York: R. Marek Publishers, 1980). 

5.  David Marc and Robert J. Thompson, Prime Time, Prime Movers: From I Love Lucy to L.A. Law—America’s 

Greatest TV Shows and the People Who Created Them (Boston: Little, Brown, 1992); Alex McNeil, Total 

Television: A Comprehensive Guide to Programming from 1948 to the Present, 3rd rev. ed. (New York: Penguin 

Books, 1996); Vincent Terrace, Sitcom Factfinder, 1948-1984: Over 9,700 Details from 168 Television Shows 
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including basic information about M*A*S*H, all of these guides point to the same few episodes 

as being especially noteworthy.  The first episode they highlight is the last one of season three, 

“Abyssinia, Henry,” because it was the first one in TV history to kill off a dearly beloved 

character.  The next episode the guides highlight is “The Interview” from season four.  Its 

producers, Larry Gelbart and Gene Reynolds, shot the episode in black and white, and had the 

actors respond in character to questions from an interviewer played by Clete Roberts, who had 

actually been a war correspondent during World War II and the Korean War.  The final episode 

that all but one of the television guides highlight is the last of the series, “Goodbye, Farewell, 

and Amen,” for its unprecedented length (2.5 hours) and the unprecedented size of its audience 

(105.9 million viewers).  Because Mitz wrote his book before the show ended, The Great TV 

Sitcom Book is the only guide that does not note the final episode of M*A*S*H.  Mitz did 

wonder how the show would end, and he went on to speculate about what the M*A*S*H 

characters were doing in the 1980s, as if they were real: “It’s been thirty years since the 

M*A*S*H troupe fought for freedom in Korea.  One can only wonder where they are now.  

Perhaps Father Mulcahy left the priesthood.  Maybe Klinger [a cross-dressing Corporal] owns a 

successful chain of ladies’ apparel stores.”
6
  Mitz’s consideration of the characters of M*A*S*H 

as part of real life speaks to the intricacy and depth of the show’s characters and themes—topics 

which analytical studies of television address. 

 A larger body of literature on M*A*S*H exists outside the realm of basic guides to 

television: critical studies of television in which M*A*S*H occupies a few pages or a chapter.  

These studies date mostly from the mid-1980s to the 2000s, and they go beyond the basic 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
(Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 2002); Michael V. Tueth, Laughter in the Living Room: Television Comedy and 

the American Home Audience (New York: Peter Lang, 2004). 

6.  Mitz, 305. 
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information found in sitcom guides and discuss and analyze certain themes within television 

shows.  This shift to a more critical examination of TV shows undoubtedly reflects to some 

degree the growth of increasingly analytical film and media studies.  In their analyses, the works 

discuss the avant-garde nature of M*A*S*H and briefly mention its historical background (all 

reference the Vietnam War), but they do not offer a deeper analysis of this background.  The 

earliest critical studies date from 1985 and 1989, respectively: J. Fred MacDonald’s Television 

and the Red Menace: The Video Road to Vietnam and Joseph Turow’s Playing Doctor: 

Television, Storytelling, and Medical Power.
7
  MacDonald, who studies television and popular 

culture, uses M*A*S*H and its implicit criticism of the Vietnam War to illustrate one of the 

entertainment industry’s responses to the Cold War.  Turow studies media and culture and also 

points to M*A*S*H’s implied criticism of the Vietnam conflict.  He discusses the alternation of 

comedic and serious themes in the show as designed to “raise awareness of the seriousness of the 

physician’s work and the reasons for their antics.”
8
  Like many film critics, Turow focuses 

mainly on its attitudes towards war and the juxtaposition of the ongoing war against doctors 

saving lives.  In 1994, Hal Himmelstein continued the commentary on M*A*S*H and war in his 

book Television Myth and the American Mind.
9
  He argues that the program’s critique of war, 

provoked by the nature of the Vietnam War, “stresses the impact of war on the individual—the 

impact of war’s utter barbarity, its lack of discrimination between soldier and civilian, and its 

seeming unendingness.”
10

  Himmelstein goes beyond his critical predecessors of the 1980s by 

                                                           
7.  J. Fred MacDonald, Television and the Red Menace: The Video Road to Vietnam (New York: Praeger, 1985); 

Joseph Turow, Playing Doctor: Television, Storytelling, and Medical Power (New York: Oxford University Press, 

1989). 

8.  Turow, 197. 

9.  Hal Himmelstein, Television Myth and the American Mind, 2nd ed. (Westpost, CT: Praeger, 1994). 

10.  Ibid., 178. 
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also mentioning that M*A*S*H addressed current sociocultural issues, but he does not identify 

them.   

 In the late 1990s and 2000s, the critical surveys of television that included M*A*S*H still 

paid a great deal of attention to the show’s commentary on war, but they also gave greater 

currency to the social and cultural climate of the years in which M*A*S*H first ran on television.  

David Marc, in his 1997 survey called Comic Visions: Television Comedy and American 

Culture, refers to post-Vietnam sitcoms as “refinements of mass consciousness” and “engine[s] 

of mass appeal,” thus alluding to the social conditions influencing M*A*S*H.
11

  Later in his 

analysis of the show, Marc directly addresses its cultural background: “Hawkeye speaks in tones 

of a survivor of the sixties.”
12

  However, the background that Marc considers consists only of the 

antiwar sentiments that many other critics of M*A*S*H also cite.
13

 

Todd Gitlin was the first critic to extensively consider the sociocultural circumstances 

that influenced M*A*S*H—and which M*A*S*H in turn reflected—in his monograph titled 

Inside Prime Time, published in 2000.
14

  Gitlin, who studies sociology, culture, and 

communications, gives substantial weight to the power of mass sentiments and the audience, 

who he believes control television more than the networks do.  He states that, for a successful 

TV show, “the trick is not only to read the restless public mood, but somehow to anticipate it and 

figure out how to encapsulate it in a show”—a trick that he asserts the writers and producers of 

                                                           
11.  Marc, Comic Visions: Television Comedy and American Culture, 2nd ed. (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1997), 

130, 136. 

12.  Ibid., 160. 

13.  For example, MacDonald, Turow, and Himmelstein all note M*A*S*H’s reflection of the antiwar sentiments 

of the 1960s and 1970s, as do most, if not all, of the works discussed in the remainder of this paper. 

14.  Todd Gitlin, Inside Prime Time, Rev. ed. (New York: Routledge, 2000). 
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M*A*S*H executed beautifully, thus contributing to its avant-garde nature.
15

  Gitlin discusses the 

transition to shows that captured the cynical 1960s countercultural sentiments partly as an 

economic necessity for the network studios to gain more viewers.  Following Gitlin’s lead, 

subsequent critiques of television that included M*A*S*H paid greater attention to the 1960s and 

1970s social climate, while still acknowledging the Vietnam War as a major influence upon the 

show.  Joanne Morreale, a media and screen studies specialist, edited a 2003 study called 

Critiquing the Sitcom: A Reader.
16

  In it, journalism and communications specialist Paul 

Attallah’s chapter identifies M*A*S*H as a “relevant” sitcom because it was “socially and 

politically aware.”
17

  Attallah, like Gitlin, notes the pragmatic side of “relevant” sitcoms: he 

states that the “relevant” sitcom was a way for the networks to attract more viewers.  Despite the 

growing awareness that other factors besides the Vietnam War and the antiwar movement 

affected the content of M*A*S*H, very few of these critics took an in-depth look at these factors.  

Instead, they simply identify the decade or decades of influence, without detailing their major 

prevailing attitudes.
18

 

Several narrower studies of television also address M*A*S*H, and though they devote 

more space to studying the show, their conclusions largely echo those of earlier critics.  Rick 

Worland’s 1998 article “The Other Living-Room War: Prime Time Combat Series, 1962-1975” 

discusses the antiwar and antiestablishment attitudes of the show, and he also recognizes, like 

                                                           
15.  Ibid., 203. 

16.  Joanne Morreale, ed., Critiquing the Sitcom: A Reader (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2003). 

17.  Ibid., 109.  Another critical survey of television shows that makes the same assertion about the relevance of 

M*A*S*H is: Doyle Greene, Politics and the American Television Comedy: A Critical Survey from I Love Lucy 

through South Park (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 2008). 

18.   Gitlin and Marc identify the influence of the 1960s counterculture, and Marc and Turow reference the 1970s 

cultural climate.  However, none of them go beyond this simple identification. 
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others, the groundbreaking nature of M*A*S*H.
19

  Brian Himebaugh, in his 2004 doctoral 

history dissertation, examines M*A*S*H within the context of post-Vietnam society and 

television.
20

  He highlights the antiwar nature of the show, which fits into his larger argument 

that film and television in the 1960s and 1970s reflected a fracture in American national identity.  

Yvonne Tasker, a professor of film and media studies, examines M*A*S*H within the larger 

context of war as a source of entertainment and for its portrayal of military women.
21

  Like 

others before her, Tasker notes the juxtaposition of war and comedy and the series’ antiwar 

attitude.  She also discusses the show’s portrayal of women and the evolution of this portrayal, 

which she frames against the historical background of the rise of the feminist movement.  

Tasker’s and Himebaugh’s works point to scholars’ increasing attention in the 1990s and 2000s 

to the socio-historical background of M*A*S*H. 

Three studies of M*A*S*H are particularly noteworthy because, unlike the works 

previously discussed, they focus solely on M*A*S*H, and they detail the wide range of 

sociocultural influences upon the show.  The first of these studies is Carl Freedman’s 1990 

article “History, Fiction, Film, Television, Myth: The Ideology of M*A*S*H.”
22

  Freedman 

acknowledges the influence of the Vietnam War, but he branches out to discuss the overarching 

Cold War influence.  He also grants significant weight to the culture of the 1960s, particularly in 

                                                           
19.  Rick Worland, “The Other Living-Room War: Prime Time Combat Series, 1962-1975,” Journal of Film and 

Video 50, no. 3 (Fall 1998): 3-23. 

20.  Brian Himebaugh, “‘All for One’: Restoring American National Identity in Film and Prime Time Television 

after Vietnam,” PhD diss., University of Akron, 2004. 

21.  Yvonne Tasker, “Comic Situations/Endless War: M*A*S*H and War as Entertainment,” in War Isn’t Hell, 

It’s Entertainment: Essays on Visual Media and the Representation of Conflict, ed. Rikke Schubert, Fabian 

Virchow, Debra White-Stanley, and Tanja Thomas (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 2009): 132-149; Tasker, 

Soldiers’ Stories: Military Women in Cinema and Television since World War II (Durham, NC: Duke University 

Press, 2011). 

22.  Carl Freedman, “History, Fiction, Film, Television, Myth: The Ideology of M*A*S*H,” Southern Review 26, 

no. 1 (Winter 1990): 89-106. 
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his discussion of the characterizations of Hawkeye’s tentmates and fellow doctors, Frank Burns 

and Charles Emerson Winchester III, which he asserts represent different stereotypical members 

of American culture in the 1960s: Burns as the anti-communist, midwestern Republican and 

Winchester as the conservative, upper-class Bostonian.  After Freedman, the two most 

comprehensive scholarly studies of M*A*S*H to date emerged: James H. Wittebols’s Watching 

M*A*S*H, Watching America: A Social History of the 1972-1983 Television Series (1998) and 

David Scott Diffrient’s M*A*S*H (2008).
23

  Wittebols, who studied journalism and sociology, 

currently teaches at the University of Windsor in Canada and researches the “intersection of 

media, culture, and politics.”
24

  His monograph is by far the most extensive historically-grounded 

study of M*A*S*H.  He proceeds through each season of the show and gives readers a thorough 

account of the political, social, and cultural climate in America and shows how this climate 

influenced and was reflected in the episodes M*A*S*H.  Aside from the episodes, Wittebols cites 

contemporary articles in publications like Newsweek to highlight the popular sentiments upon 

which he bases his analysis.  Diffrient, a professor of film and media studies, follows the same 

methodology of studying the culture surrounding and influencing M*A*S*H.  He uses archival 

sources like show scripts and notes from UCLA’s Arts Library Special Collections, the first 

critic to do so, but his only new contribution to the literature on M*A*S*H is his final chapter on 

the program’s treatment of Korea and Koreans.
25

  Diffrient argues that M*A*S*H expresses an 

                                                           
23.  James H. Wittebols, Watching M*A*S*H, Watching America: A Social History of the 1972-1983 Television 

Series (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 1998); David Scott Diffrient, M*A*S*H (Detroit: Wayne State University 

Press, 2008). 

24.  “Dr. James H. Wittebols,” University of Windsor, http://www1.uwindsor.ca/polsci/dr-james-h-wittebols 

(accessed February 15, 2014). 

25.  Dr. John Linantud, a political scientist is currently researching the portrayal of Koreans in film and television, 

in a forthcoming manuscript (date unknown) titled There Is No End: The Korean Enemy from Steel Helmet and 

M*A*S*H to The Axis of Evil. 
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ambivalent attitude towards Koreans: on the one hand, most of the MASH personnel treat 

Koreans with respect and compassion, while on the other hand, the show perpetuates some 

stereotypes about Koreans, such as the misconception that they eat dogs.  This contribution to the 

literature on M*A*S*H is significant because it is the first to study the show’s treatment of 

Koreans, and racial “others” in general, thus filling a gap in the literature. 

Another topic that scholars and critics rarely address is M*A*S*H’s treatment of the 

Korean War—most argue that the show is about the Vietnam War, even though it is set in Korea.  

The Korean War context is important to consider because the conflict in Korea was a precursor 

to Vietnam: US intervention in Korea, along with the Korean War’s official status as “police 

action,” generated conflict and antiwar sentiments in American society.  The only source to 

seriously examine M*A*S*H against its Korean War setting is the Smithsonian’s National 

Museum of American History’s exhibition catalogue for its 1983 exhibit called M*A*S*H: 

Binding Up the Wounds.
26

  The exhibit compared the experience of the doctors in the TV show 

to the real-life experience of MASH doctors in Korea; and it concluded, as the catalogue reveals, 

that the TV show accurately represented the experiences of real MASH doctors, except for camp 

size and number of personnel (logistical constraints of the show). 

Two other works address M*A*S*H’s Korean War subject and support the Smithsonian’s 

assertion: the memoirs of Alan Alda, who played Hawkeye, and Larry Gelbart, writer, producer, 

and director of M*A*S*H.  Alda’s memoir, Never Have Your Dog Stuffed: And Other Things 

I’ve Learned (2006), devotes only a small chapter to the discussion of the show, as it focuses 

                                                           
26.  Michael Harris, Carl H. Scheele, and Elsa M. Bruton, M*A*S*H: Binding Up the Wounds; An Exhibition at 

the National Museum of American History, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. (New York: George 

Fenmore, 1983).  Turow’s Playing Doctor briefly mentions some of the producers’ efforts to accurately portray 

MASH life in Korea, but he does not actually comment on the level of accuracy itself. 
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more on his development as an actor, rather than on his roles.
27

  However, Alda does state that he 

was drawn to the show because of its strong characters and treatment of serious issues.  Alda 

mentions that many people felt that M*A*S*H was about the Vietnam War, but he felt that it was 

about more than that: “I thought of the show as about all war, and especially about Korea.”
28

  

Larry Gelbart’s memoir, Laughing Matters: On Writing M*A*S*H, Tootsie, Oh, God!, and a 

Few Other Funny Things (1998), gives more details about the show’s creative process and its 

portrayal of the Korean War.
29

  Gelbart recounts a research trip that he took with Gene Reynolds, 

another producer for the show, to South Korea to visit a real MASH unit.  They returned to 

America after one week with over twenty hours of taped interviews, on which they based 

subsequent episodes of M*A*S*H, contributing to the authenticity of the show’s portrayal of 

MASH units in Korea. 

Despite the writers’ and producers’ efforts to accurately depict MASH life during the 

Korean War, most critics of M*A*S*H overlook this aspect and instead assert that the show was 

about the Vietnam War.  Like the lack of attention given to the Korean War, only one scholar 

thus far has paid attention to the show’s portrayal of Koreans and its attitude towards race in 

general.  Additionally, the scholars who historically ground their work tend to focus on the 

antiwar culture and ignore other sociocultural movements of the 60s and 70s, such as the 

feminist, civil rights, and gay rights movements.  These gaps in the literature on M*A*S*H 

suggest that there are still new angles from which to consider the show—angles that would 

benefit from an historically-grounded perspective.  While the existing works on M*A*S*H 

                                                           
27.  Alan Alda, Never Have Your Dog Stuffed: And Other Things I’ve Learned (New York: Random House, 

2006). 

28.  Ibid., 157. 

29.  Larry Gelbart, Laughing Matters: On Writing M*A*S*H, Tootsie, Oh, God!, and a Few Other Funny Things 

(New York: Random House, 1998). 



12 

 

provide useful studies of its characters and themes, most lack a comprehensive historical 

background.  The paucity of serious, historically-grounded studies of M*A*S*H, when compared 

with the complex decades of the 1960s and 1970s from which it emerged, suggests that much of 

the TV show is yet unexplored—further historical scholarship is needed to truly understand the 

depth and significance of one of America’s most popular television shows. 
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