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American Wars, American Peace: Notes from a Son of the Empire, Philip Beidler. University of Georgia Press, 2007. The Ends of War. Social Text 91, Edited by Patrick Deer. Duke University Press, 2007. A Freedom Bought with Blood: African American War Literature from the Civil War to World War II, Jennifer James. University of North Carolina Press, 2007.



This essay examines literary and cultural criticism written in the wake of the Gulf Wars, situating it within the broader history of the US peace movement. By convention, that history begins in 1792, when Benjamin Banneker, the free African-American scientist, and Benjamin Rush, a prominent physician and signer of the Declaration of Independence, proposed the creation of an “Office of Peace” to counterbalance the “Office of War.” The organized peace movement began in the US 23 years later with the establishment of the first peace societies in New York and Massachusetts— largely reactions to the War of 1812. Just over a decade later, the first national organization, the American Peace Society, was founded. However, it would be more than 140 years after that, toward the end of the Vietnam War, before antimilitarism moved from the margins to the mainstream of US culture and politics. With the second Gulf War and the bloody occupation of Iraq, the peace movement has advanced to a new stage. Michael Crowley writes: “The playbook for opposing a war has changed markedly since the street-protest ethos of the anti-Vietnam movement. Tie-dyed shirts and flowers have been replaced by oxfords and BlackBerries. Politicians are as likely to be lobbied politely as berated. And instead of a freewheeling circus managed from college campuses and coffee houses, the new antiwar movement is a multimillion-dollar operation run by media-savvy professionals” (54). “I’ve never seen anything like it—the speed at which this has taken off,” said Don Gray, a self-described former draft dodger and veteran of the Vietnam War protests, discussing the demonstrations coordinated in more than 150 US cities one month before James Dawes is an Associate Professor of English and Director of the Program in Human Rights and Humanitarianism at Macalester College. He is the author of That the World May Know: Bearing Witness to Atrocity (2007) and The Language of War: Literature and Culture in the US from the Civil War through World War II (2002).
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the invasion of Iraq: “I’d say this is a much more broad-based movement” (Anderson 1). In the arts, since the advent of the second Gulf War, we have seen a flurry of plays, films, and documentaries mourning war, from Victoria Brittain’s and Gillian Slovo’s Guanta´namo: Honor Bound to Defend Freedom (2005) to Errol Morris’s Standard Operating Procedures (2008) and Kimberly Peirce’s Stop-Loss (2008). We have also seen Gulf War literature begin to emerge as a powerful and bitter subgenre, composed of works like Anthony Swofford’s Jarhead (2003), Gabe Hudson’s Dear Mr. President (2003), Sam Hamill’s Poets Against the War (2003), and the National Endowment for the Arts “Operation Homecoming” anthology (2006) and writing workshops for veterans. A collection of more recent scholarly works, including Patrick Deer’s The Ends of War (2007), Jennifer James’s A Freedom Bought with Blood: African American War Literature from the Civil War to World War II (2007), and Philip Beidler’s American Wars, American Peace: Notes from a Son of the Empire (2007), points to an important parallel reemergence of war studies in literary and cultural criticism. Similar antimilitarist cultural saturation in previous generations, however, has not liberated the US peace movement from its most basic historical pattern: its influence peaks as conflict looms but collapses rapidly as conflict begins, resurging only after conflict, or as conflict begins to fail. We are currently at the tail end of the pattern and, typically of such moments, we are evaluating expenses: the appalling expense of blood and treasure paid by some, and the astonishing profit this has generated for others. As Patrick Deer reminds us, the occupation of Iraq is costing $225 million per day. In the unflinching documentary War Tapes (2006), a staff sergeant explains: “Army truck drivers make seventeen grand a year, you know, E-5, so they outsource it, privatize, save the Army money, and now we pay KBR [Halliburton] one hundred twenty grand to do the same job.” Another soldier complains about the KBR convoys: “Why the fuck am I sitting here guarding this truck full of cheesecake? Are these people crazy? I feel like the priority of KBR making money outweighs the priority of safety.” War profiteering and business-government collusion have always been sources of moral nausea in post-war discourse, from John Dos Passos’s claim that World War I provided “good growing weather for the House of Morgan” (147, 341), to Anthony Swofford’s grim joke about being transferred from the Marine Corps to the Oil Corps, his life “squandered” to secure the financial interests of Bush Sr. & Sons (11). Just so, in Patrick
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Deer’s special edition of Social Text, The Ends of War (2007), the “confluence of militarism, global outsourcing, and economic depletion” is an urgent concern (9). “Win or lose,” writes contributor Randy Martin, “there is money to be made” (18). While Deer’s collection is multifarious, with articles on the militarized US – Mexico border and rape as a weapon of war in Peru and Guatemala, its primary focus is the invasion of Iraq. For Deer, there is significance to the rhetorical affinity between high-tech warfare in the Gulf and high-tech globalization more broadly. In each, the vision of a frictionless and humane command-andcontrol network supervising the march of history obscures the messy reality of suffering, from maquiladoras to urban guerrilla warfare (2). The parallel packaging reflects the mutually supportive roles of economic and military policy—an integration now become addiction—and also reveals the allure of war discourse, which promises “to instill order and govern the epoch of globalization” with the efficiency of an armed Wal-Mart (9). As one contributor to The Ends of War puts it, “globalization is the name that implicitly designates the ‘pacification’ of populations in the name of world market integration,” and the US “Global War on Terror” is the “territorially unbounded, politically malleable military strategy that this pacification actually demands” (Medovoi 55). Cultural critics like Naomi Klein concur. In The Shock Doctrine: the Rise of Disaster Capitalism (2007), she argues that US attempts to privatize Iraq, and to privatize its warfare in Iraq, were central rather than incidental war goals. Just eight days after announcing the end of combat operations in Iraq, she notes, President Bush revealed his hand by calling for the “establishment of a US-Middle East free trade area within a decade” (329). Two weeks after arriving in Baghdad he himself described as “on fire,” Paul Bremer declared the country “open for business” (339). As Klein was told by a delegate at the “Rebuilding Iraq 2” conference, “The best time to invest is when there is still blood on the ground” (326). “During the first Gulf War in 1991,” Klein writes, “there was one contractor for every hundred soldiers.” Four years into the Iraq War, “there was one contractor for every 1.4 US soldiers” (380). Halliburton alone has received $20 billion in contracts, almost four times the entire United Nations peacekeeping budget for 2006– 2007. Paul Bremer played his part in funneling money to such corporations by barring Iraq’s central bank from providing financing for state-owned enterprises, effectively slashing away at its publicsector infrastructure. Free market fervor, Klein argues, extended even to the looting. Peter McPherson, senior economic advisor to Paul Bremer, “said that when he saw Iraqis taking state property— cars, buses, ministry equipment—it didn’t bother him” (349).
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Describing the war pillaging as a form of public sector “shrinkage,” he commented: “I thought the privatization that occurs sort of naturally when somebody took over their state vehicle, or began to drive a truck that the state used to own, was just fine” (Klein 337). The rise of private mercenary armies, chillingly documented in the Nation writer Jeremy Scahill’s Blackwater: The Rise and Fall of the World’s Most Powerful Mercenary Army (2007), was inevitable under such leadership. The theoretical implications of this encompassing free-market militarization are among the chief concerns of Deer’s The Ends of War. Randy Martin sees preemptive war as an extension of financial “risk management,” “a technique for converting uncertainty into calculable gain”—and the greater the volatility, the greater the profit (13). Leerom Medovoi offers the Foucauldian conclusion that war has now become the model for the regulation of domestic populations. Collapsing the distinction between internal and external enemies, globalization/global war targets cultural abnormality of all kinds: “beliefs, meanings, and practices of any sort that threaten or resist its Jupiterian vision of incorporation into a global liberal society” (74). Contributor Jonathan Michael Feldman argues that because the peace movement has failed to centrally target this dysfunctional military-industrialism, it has restricted itself to the marginal role of affecting the length of time allowable for any given conflict. Antiwar dissent in the US must focus instead, he urges, on the generalized civilian disenfranchisement that has enabled the growth of US militarism. It must create a progressive “shadow state”—a network of local governments, socially responsible corporations, trade unions, and universities—to resist “parasitic globalism” and to “fill the vacuum created by the abdication of basic governmental functions and services wrought by neoliberal privatization” (161). As with any collection, readers will find some of these arguments fresh and others derivative, some of the prose clear and some muddy. Overall, however, The Ends of War is an important and timely contribution, with much to teach readers of any specialty. It is a compelling mix of high theory, historical narrative, ethnography, and journalism, with an admirably minimized meta-critical focus. Where The Ends of War is a trenchant critical analysis, Philip Beidler’s American Wars, American Peace is a personal lament. Beidler, a literary critic who served as an armored cavalry platoon leader in the Vietnam War, opens his intellectual memoir with a tone that combines bitterness and nostalgia. “It wasn’t supposed to turn out this way,” he writes (5). Invoking the idealism of the baby boom generation—“all of us who once believed in the
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promise of America in everyday people’s lives” (7)—Beidler views the war in Iraq as a symptom of a sick and decaying society. When his cultural critique is encyclopedic, it sometimes descends to a predictable and irritable tirade (he is alienated by a culture that values snowboarding, American Idol, and Dr. Phil). But when it is focused on a single issue or anecdote—as in his hunt for the US war criminal William Calley—it is, as Tim O’Brien wrote, “rigorous, caustic, poignant.” American Wars, American Peace is about Iraq, but Beidler understands Iraq, and helps us better understand it, through his personal experiences during the Vietnam War. In the leadership of the Iraq invasion, Beidler finds the same cast of characters as those he knew then. George W. Bush, with his “manhood issues,” is a tragic amplification of fellow Texan Lyndon Johnson, who needed so badly to prove himself post-Kennedy. Condoleeza Rice is McGeorge Bundy, “king of the hard-ass policy paper,” while Colin Powell is the thwarted Maxwell Taylor (147 –8). Meanwhile, Donald Rumsfeld channels Robert McNamara, “with the aggressive, ball-bearing logic of the corporate military mind, full of force estimates, cost– benefit analyses, and statistical projections.” It is the best and the brightest all over again, he writes, “only dumber” (145). Beidler uses his memories of Vietnam to illuminate the daily lived experience for US soldiers in Iraq, speaking with authority about vehicles, weapons, food, missions, even sexual life. “Given the rigid sexual partitioning,” he notes, “rates for sexually transmitted diseases are negligible—a fact relatively unheard of in combat-zone armies since the beginning of history” (47). He sees an army never before so professional with a civilian leadership never before so incompetent. And he sees a war that is, once again, made possible and sustained only by a deliberate refusal to look at reality, or to allow others to see reality—epitomized in George Bush’s painlessly celebratory “Mission Accomplished” speech, which was delivered the same day a young US soldier, Jesse Givens, was trapped and drowned in a tank. Beidler’s outrage is as palpable as his insights are familiar. Many have already commented on the myriad misdirections and deceptions of the Gulf Wars, from the media coffin ban to the Pat Tillman controversy. When Laura Bush invited former poet laureate Robert Pinsky to a White House poetry symposium in 2003, he sent her a letter declining, citing the President’s desire to invade Iraq and offering, in a few brief paragraphs, a cascade of accusations of deceit: “I mistrust,” “I wish I could trust,” “he has not been trustworthy,” “using deceptive, misleading arguments,” “a trick,” “uses deceptive language,” “has not been trustworthy,”
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“I cannot trust him,” “I mistrust” (180). Inspired by the same invitation, W. S. Merwin wrote in a statement of conscience, “The frauds in office / at this instant devising” (138). As Elaine Scarry has demonstrated, it has always been thus. Wars are made possible, sustained, and won or lost through deceit and the confusion of reference. The lies of war extend even into its most basic physical operations. “Strategy,” Scarry writes, “does not simply entail lies but is essentially and centrally a verbal act of lying” (133). Codes, for instance, “are attempts to make meaning irrecoverable,” and in camouflage “the principle of lying is carried forward into the materialized self-expression of clothing, shelter, and other structures.” War, she writes, is defined by its “disappearing content” (136). Patrick Deer highlights how the flood of propaganda about smart bombs and high-tech, “postmodern warfare” has effectively covered up the reality of civilian-targeting cluster bomblets and radioactive dust from depleted uranium-tipped shells (2). Just so, the Bush administration attempted to cover up the reality of failures on the ground in Iraq with a campaign of essentially fictional letters-to-the-editor from soldiers extolling successes (Coy et al. 180). In When War Becomes Personal: Soldiers’ Accounts from the Civil War to Iraq (2008), Donald Anderson reminds us that, as Security Council members discussed the possibility of war in Iraq, UN officials draped a shroud over their tapestry of Picasso’s Guernica (1937), lest the international media catch a picture of an official near the wrenchingly antiwar image. In Gabe Hudson’s comically macabre Dear Mr. President, a twitchily nervous George Bush Sr. will only visit soldiers behind a visionobscuring gas mask, a cowardly refusal to see later magnified in the US government’s denial of Gulf War Syndrome (Hudson’s soldiers sprout third ears and disintegrate into human blobs as V.A. doctors diagnose stress and prescribe Prozac). Journalists like Donatella Lorch have also discussed war’s erasures, especially in combat photography: “The one in particular that comes to mind is that little girl being pulled out of a bombed house, I think in Basra, where one of her legs has just been blown away and you can see the bone sticking out. That picture ran in the United States with the leg cropped out.” That was wrong, she said. “The reality of war is ugly, and we shouldn’t be able to look away” (Dawes 173). Disgusted by the manipulative bromides that have sustained this and all wars, Beidler wants to make certain that we see. Citing his contempt for President Bush’s poignantly glorifying 2004 Memorial Day speech, he writes: “I’m fed up with hearing speeches from people who don’t know any better, profaning the memory of people who almost always, at least as I remember it in
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the decades since I came home, died scared and alone holding their wounds, or with piss and shit running down their legs, or with chunks of them blown off—or even drowned in an overturned tank” (19–20). The distance between Beidler’s American Wars, American Peace and Jennifer James’s A Freedom Bought with Blood is great. Beidler writes with naked outrage, James with scholarly balance; Beidler takes us forward from Vietnam, James takes us backwards. Yet like Beidler, James is both keenly interested in the problem of disappearing content in war representation and intent on rendering visible that which has been ignored in US war history—in her case, the contributions of African Americans to the history of US war literature. With A Freedom Bought with Blood, James has produced the first comprehensive study of African-American war literature, from William Wells Brown’s Clotelle (1867) to John Oliver Killens’s And Then We Heard the Thunder (1963). James combines persuasive close readings with an argument of impressive historical sweep. She begins with African-American literature from the Civil War—when authors avoided images of black men either killing or being injured, instead presenting a rehabilitated black male body as proof of fitness for citizenship and as a counter-image to the damaged body of slavery—and concludes with post-World War II literature, which, by contrast, forced disabled bodies into view as a way of critiquing “harmful institutional practices” (236). While hampered by sometimes awkward prose and occasional errors (like her odd assertion that decapitation as a war injury was unfamiliar until the US Civil War), A Freedom Bought with Blood is a groundbreaking contribution not only to African-American history but also to the history of war more generally. James has especially forceful claims to make about antimilitarism in African-American literary history. In early America, she notes, “war was a means for blacks to demonstrate national loyalty,” a way “of writing blacks into the national ‘historical destiny’” (6). Later generations used war as an opportunity for narrating racial strife, a war within a war, and seized these “moments of historical rupture to assert newly formed notions of a black ‘self’” (10). Few if any, she argues, considered the implications of “using the military and war as sites from which a viable black subjectivity emerges” (29). What did it mean to imagine black modernization by way of “military-industrial masculinity” (134) and, in Cuba and the Philippines, to do so in complicity with violent racism? James writes: “Before the desegregation of the military, African Americans, although victims of violent racist practices in the United States, clamored for an opportunity in each and every
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war to use a ‘self-determining’ violence against a common external ‘enemy,’ not simply for national preservation but for individual identity formation, to remake themselves as “‘citizens’” (172). In the 1930s and 1940s, however, James finds an emerging criticism of war in African-American literature. The criticism was directed, however, not at war as an instrument of national policy generally, but at the particular wars and war aims chosen by the US. White Americans were asking African Americans to fight and die for “self-determination for oppressed people” (184)—but they did not, as Victor Daly wrote in Not Only War: A Story of Two Great Conflicts (1932), “mean black people” (James 184). In our current war, as in Vietnam, antiwar sentiment among African Americans mirrors Daly’s disillusionment. According to major polls, African-American support for war in advance of the 2003 invasion of Iraq ran as low as 19%, with white support running as high as 73% (Jackson 9A). In 2005, African Americans were twice as likely as whites to have strong reservations about the war (Moniz 6A). But such numbers are not indicative of growing antimilitarism as such among African Americans. As Gregory Black, a retired naval officer and founder of the website BlackMilitaryWorld.com, told the Boston Globe, “AfricanAmericans detest this war. . . . It’s hard to fight halfway around the world for people’s freedom when you’re not sure you have it at home” (Jackson 9A). “It’s not our war. We got our own war here, just staying alive,” added Nathaniel Daley, a young African American from Atlantic City, N.J. (Williams and Baron 1A). “What we’re getting is not an opposition to war,” concludes David Segal, director of the University of Maryland’s Center for Research on Military Organization, “but considerable opposition to this war” (Jackson 9A). Indeed, a willingness to question the legitimacy of all war, as James writes, has always been less widespread. Until works like Killens’s And Then We Heard the Thunder, she argues, African-American war writers consistently avoided the problem of militarism, “resisting a head-on analysis of the United States’ use of violence as a means of solving problems on a national or international level” (James 209). In the 1960s, however—with the assassination of Martin Luther King, the Watts riots, the assaults on peaceful civil rights protesters in Birmingham, and the acceleration of the Vietnam War—much began to change. For James, among the most important developments of that time was the solidification of the idea that, for African Americans, “consenting to war may be the greatest and most devastating accommodation of them all” (265). African-American writers began now to seriously examine the antimilitarism anticipated decades earlier by
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W. E. B. Du Bois, who had converted from hawk to dove in the years following World War I. War, he explained, had taught him both its “full horror” and its “wide impotence” for achieving change in the world. Questioning his once ardent belief that war service was an “inexorable and splendid” duty, he speculated: “Possibly passive resistance of my twelve millions to antiwar activity might have saved the world for black and white” (Dusk of Dawn 741). In his Autobiography, published posthumously in 1968, Du Bois wrote: “The United States . . . apparently believes that war is the only way to settle present disputes and difficulties. For this reason it is spending fantastic sums of money, and wasting wealth and energy on the preparation for war, which is nothing less than criminal.” Yet, he continued, “the United States cannot stop spending money for war. If she did her whole economy, which is today based on preparation for war, might collapse. Therefore, we prepare for a Third World War; we spread our soldiers and arms over the earth and we bribe every nation we can to become our allies.” (419). Du Bois’s bitter words are echoed by many today— but now with greater institutional support. In February 2007, 215 years after Benjamin Banneker proposed the creation of an office of peace, Keith Ellison, the first African American elected to Congress from Minnesota and the first Muslim American elected to the US Congress, helped cosponsor a bill proposing the creation of a Department of Peace. Largely a reaction to the Iraq war, the bill—which is still before Congress—symbolizes what David Cortright describes as the “unprecedented credibility and legitimacy” achieved by the peace movement since the Bush administration first signaled its intent to invade Iraq (176). Indeed, the global antiwar movement coalescing around Iraq played an important role even in the United Nations Security Council’s refusal to authorize the use of US military force—the first time in history, Immanuel Wallerstein notes, “that the United States, on an issue that mattered to it, could not get a majority on the Security Council” (28). “The campaign against the invasion of Iraq,” David Cortright writes, “was the largest, most intensive mobilization of antiwar sentiment in history.” After the February 2003 prewar demonstrations, many took to calling the antiwar movement the world’s “other superpower” (172–3). While the tone of the books under review here is far from optimistic, focusing more on failures and problems than on achievements or solutions, they nonetheless stand as evidence of yet another institutional trend moving in support of this rising power.
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