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A Dramedy Tour of Tongue in Cheek 
The use of narrative tone to evoke humor in Ben Fountain’s Billy Lynn’s Long Halftime Walk 

 Fiction often calls for the presence and engagement of three separate participants. The 

author creates the world in which the story occurs, populating it with characters and presenting 

them with a series of events, conflicts and opportunities for change. The reader is then meant to 

receive the story, understanding and interpreting it at their leisure. While both live and operate in 

the real world, this transaction calls for an in-text influence. The narrator is the one responsible 

for telling the story. Whether a fully autonomous being or one of the characters involved, the 

narrator is the bridge between the author and the reader, providing exposition, description and 

narration. Just as fascinating as what information the narrator chooses to divulge is how the 

narrator intends to do so. Separate from the approaches taken with Billy Lynn himself or any of 

his supporting cast, Ben Fountain’s choice of tone for the narrator of Billy Lynn’s Long Halftime 

Walk helps strengthen the novel’s thematic pull by utilizing a comedic lens through which to tell 

the story. 

 The novel documents the meteoric rise of Billy Lynn and the other seven soldiers of the 

Army’s Bravo Company, rebranded “Bravo Squad” by the media, from survivors of the battle of 

Al-Ansakar Canal in Iraq to true blue American heroes. Fountain frequently presents the 

dichotomy between the honesty of the men we come to know over the course of the book and the 

labels and masks forced upon them by the American people, the media and ultimately their 

surroundings. Retrieved from a war torn battlefield, Bravo Squad is plugged into the cradle of 

American culture with a two-week victory tour. The occasion of the book is the culmination of 

the tour’s run, coming to a close with a high-profile appearance in Dallas during the Cowboys’ 

Thanksgiving Day football game at Texas Stadium. Rather than paint a moody or atmospheric 

portrait of war and its devastating effects upon the soldier by bringing the reader to Iraq, 
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Fountain sheds dramatic pretenses in order to illuminate those effects through comedy, 

specifically satire. With a tongue pressed firmly enough into the cheek, the potential to choke is 

imminent. And it’s necessary given what Fountain is attempting to convey. The narrator seems to 

share this sentiment as well as the internal contrast our boys are saddled with as soldiers 

transplanted into surroundings arguably more foreign than some Iraqi canal: 

 With some food in their bellies they’re feeling stoked, and on a whim they wander into 

 Cowboys Select, the highest-end of all the on-site establishments offering Cowboys 

 apparel and brand merchandise for sale. The dizzying scent of fine leathers meets them at 

 the door, along with a brightly lit Texas Lottery machine. Flat-screen TVs mounted in the 

 walls are playing a highlights reel from the Aikman years. Billy and Mango are a little bit 

 punchy coming in, they’re primed for an ironic retail experience, and in seconds the place 

 has them laughing out loud. (29) 

The narrator maintains a sense of reliability in giving a fair description of the Cowboys Select 

shop. This parallels the veneer not just of American culture but also of the roles that the members 

of Bravo Squad are meant to fill this day. From the game itself to the halftime act of Destiny’s 

Child, it is all theater and Billy and Mango have their parts to play. But public civility, like 

football and war, comes with a proscenium. We’re not privy to the backstage or to the strings 

being pulled for the benefit of our entertainment and consumption. Billy and Mango, having 

become desensitized to the idea of appearances after the combined contrast between their own 

experiences in battle and the dramatization of what they do by the media and the American 

public, quickly see past these surfaces.  

 The narrator is in on the gag, using tone to sway the reader into laughing along with 

them. As pointed out, “you had to admire the determination, the sheer marketing balls of 
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stamping the Cowboys brand on chess sets, toaster ovens, high-capacity ice makers, personal 

oxygen bars, and laser-guided pool cues” and from there, the narrator elevates proximity, 

inhabiting the perspectives of the guys for himself, practically becoming one of them: 

 As their shame and sense of insult mount the two Bravos become rough with each other. 

 Dude, check it out sick bomber jacket. Only six hundred seventy-nine bucks, dawg. Is it 

 leather? The fuck you mean, hell yeah it’s leather! ‘Cause, dawg, I don’t think so. I think 

 that’s pleather. The fuck it’s pleather! Unh-unh, dumbshit. It’s just you’re so fucking 

 ghetto you don’t know from pleather— (29). 

While this is also an example of free indirect discourse, the narrator’s tone is fluctuating for the 

sake of playing up the comedic tension in the scene. But more importantly, through this comedy, 

the narrator is actively attempting to render the absurdity of the situation Bravo Squad finds itself 

in as a means of calling the reader’s attention to the sobering truth beneath it. Separately, any one 

member of the team might tell you they were merely doing their job, no different than the 

Cowboys or Destiny’s Child. And yet the concept of glorifying or fetishizing is an inherently 

cultural attribute if not solely an American one. People erect intimidating pedestals upon which 

their fellow men and women are placed in favor of overindulging senses of national pride or 

worldwide recognition.  Destiny’s Child can’t afford to be mere singers. Instead, they’re treated 

with all the pomp and circumstance of “Rock stars.” The Dallas Cowboys aren’t just a team but 

“America’s team” and with one slap of a star logo, a toaster oven is no longer just a toaster oven. 

As a result, while Billy and Mango are free and able to sacrifice and die on distant and 

unfamiliar soil, they’re not allowed to be more than men. Not here, where “one second the 

Bravos are the sludgiest sort of street-corner pervs, and the next they are the nation’s very spine 

and marrow, yes, near to holy they are, angelic warriors of America’s crusader dreams” (124). 
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With their individual personalities stripped away by the very people whom they’ve sworn to 

defend and who have chosen to bless them with “hero” status, Billy and Mango no longer have a 

place in the very society and culture they are willing to give their lives for, so much so that 

without the “Bravo Squad” label, left to their own devices in the Cowboys Select shop, fellow 

shoppers choose to distance themselves out of repulsion. Though neither Billy nor Mango take 

notice or even care, the narrator follows suit, pulling away from its prior proximity to highlight 

the cultural and social rejection. 

 Fountain imbues the narrator with a dual tone meant to mimic the contrast between 

human and hero, soldier and civilian, reality and fantasy. Much like the word “dramedy” itself, 

the narrator’s tone is a fusion, reflecting the fact that nothing can be defined by a single label and 

any attempt to do so is an exercise in futility. Life itself is suspect to tonal shifting on a constant 

basis. A day of happiness can quickly be marred by sorrow. A time of peace can be broken apart 

by war. The artifice of performance and civility barely contains the primal aggression and 

humanness underneath. The pressing need for clear definition seeks to dismiss the nuances and 

complexities of being human. And at the end of the day, regardless of the notions and intentions 

swirling around them, “Bravo Squad” is only human. The narrator, on Fountain’s behalf and for 

the sake of peace of mind for Billy Lynn and his teammates, is evoking tonal fluctuation to 

demonstrate the significance of maintaining humanity in the face of being branded a “soldier,” 

“movie character” or “hero.” 


