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Chapter 17: PEACE AND WAR
The Oxford English Dictionary defines war as “hostile contention by means of armed forces, carried on between nations, states, or rulers, or between parties in the same nation or state.” It defines peace as “freedom from, or cessation of, war or hostilities; that condition of a nation or community in which it is not at war with another.”
It says something about the way we perceive the world and its possibilities that we define peace as the absence of war rather than war as the absence of peace. Do we think of war and conflict as more normal, or more interesting, than peace? Similarly, we often view narrative forms of literature such as fiction and drama in terms of the initiation, acting out, and resolution of conflict. It appears that we are more interested in and at home with conflict, stress, and tension than with serenity and stability. The literature about peace and war in this section reflects the fact that war as a subject has been written about far more often than peace. Peace appears to be a condition we take for granted or see, as dictionary definitions of the word suggest, as an absence of activity, or at the very least, as a rare condition, the exception rather than the rule. As Margaret Atwood’s military historian notes, “for every year of peace there have been four hundred / years of war.”
“Nothing we do has the quickness, the sureness, / the deep intelligence living at peace would have,” writes Denise Levertov in her poem “Life at War.” Certainly war is a breakdown of community and communication. Can we go so far as to say it is a form of social insanity? Many of the writers included in this section focus on the chaos of war, some portraying the nightmare of battle itself, as Black Elk does in “The Butchering at Wounded Knee” and as Tim O’Brien does in “The Man I Killed.” Others look at the cost of war, at the wreckage of human lives in the aftermath of war. Siegfried Sassoon’s poem “Does It Matter?” and the excerpt from Ron Kovic’s autobiographical Born on the Fourth of July are concerned with people coming home from war, many of whom are wounded not only physically but also psychologically and spiritually. Lady Borton calls 
this the “disorienting ambush of memory” in her essay “Wars Past and Wars Present,” and Bruce Weigl gives us a vivid example of such an ambush in his poem “Song of Napalm.” Louise Erdrich’s story “The Red Convertible” offers an example of the potential consequences in one man’s life of what used to be called “shell shock” and has come to be known, since the Vietnam War, as “post-traumatic stress disorder.” An interesting discovery of the research into this condition has shown that post-traumatic stress disorder is also exactly what victims of rape and child abuse suffer. Is family life for a child or an ordinary city street for a woman potentially a war zone? Though the literature in this section does not take it up directly (see shange and Kingsolver in “Women and Men” and Carson in “Protest”), this connection with child abuse, battering, and rape suggests that war is one end of a spectrum of institutionalized and sanctioned violence that has devastating consequences.

The drama, prose, and poetry in this section do address very directly the effect of war on civilian populations, as in Yo–ko O–ta’s story “Fireflies,” about the consequences of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki and Dwight Okita’s “In Response to Executive Order 9066: all americans of japanese descent must report to relocation centers.” Donald Barthelme’s short story “Report” uses chaos and disorder to satirize the reasoning, and its technological manifestations, of those who work for those who make war, and Henry Reed pushes order to its limits in “Naming of Parts,” his satiric poem on boot-camp training in weapons handling. Finally, Ray Bradbury’s elegiac science fiction story “August 2026: There Will Come Soft Rains” tells of the gradual breakdown of a completely mechanized house, the only structure left standing after an atomic blast.

How do people deal with the memory of war and make the transition from war to peace? Toni Morrison’s World War I veteran Shadrack institutes National Suicide Day in his hometown in order to make “a place for fear as a way of controlling it.” Lyman Lamartine, in “The Red Convertible,” frantically tries to give his Vietnam veteran brother Henry some postwar purpose by providing him with an old car to restore. Rudyard Kipling points out in his 1890 poem “Tommy” that people often don’t treat a soldier very well once the war is over. And Robert Lowell, remembering the Union soldiers who died in the Civil War in “For the Union Dead,” wonders about what seemingly heroic actions of the past mean in the present, where “a savage servility / slides by on grease.” The juxtapositions of past and present, philosophy and need, suggest that there is no easy answer to the questions of what war means, whether it was worth it, or how to live a life free from the idea of war.

Even in the midst of the inhumanity and insanity of war, there are moments of human contact, peace, security, and beauty. Yevgeny Yevtushenko’s poem “The Companion” tells how two children in the Soviet Union join together in 1941 to escape the German bombs. Though war is the setting of this poem, the subject is what the children learn from and about each other, about being male and female, about themselves, and about the strength of the human spirit. Babette Deutsch’s poem “Dawn in Wartime” contrasts the speaker’s memory of the day before, the “burned sore scabby face of the world,” with what he now sees, the immense marvel of morning “rolling toward him all its uncreated hours.”

Who suffers the most from war? In his 1967 speech “A Time to Break Silence,” Martin Luther King, Jr., observes that the United States has been sending its poor, both black and white, to fight the poor in Southeast Asia. He speaks of “the cruel irony of watching Negro and white boys on TV screens as they kill and die together for a nation that has been unable to seat them together in the same schools. So we watch them in brutal solidarity burning the huts of a poor village.”

Why do nations and the individuals in them go to war? Is it for patriotism, glory, and a dream of heroism, as in Tennyson’s “The Charge of the Light Brigade”? Is it, as Yeats suggests in “An Irish Airman Foresees His Death,” neither hate of the enemy nor love of country but a “lonely impulse of delight / Drove to this tumult in the skies”? Or is it, writes Nguyen Lam Son, a  Vietnamese soldier captured in 1967, “to keep our honor,  / Already muddied by the enemy”? Wilfred Owen in his World War I poem “Dulce et Decorum Est” contrasts a vivid description of the actual horror of war to the dreams of “desperate glory” on which children, especially young boys, are raised. Is it indeed “dulce et decorum” (sweet and proper) to die for one’s country (“pro patria mori”)? Bob Dylan, in his protest song “With God on Our Side,” recommends that we question our history books, which tell us that it’s right (since God is with us) for Americans to kill and to die for our country. Not only the history books but much popular culture has presented war as a glorious adventure justified by love of God and country, as those of us brought up on John Wayne movies can attest.

Do women and men see war differently? Yes, though the range of responses is subtle and sometimes surprising. Alice Dunbar-Nelson, writing in the early years of this century, pictures women’s role as sitting and waiting, however uncomfortably, while the men fight. Margaret Atwood’s poem “At first I was given centuries” views this traditional role ironically, and her poem “The Loneliness of the Military Historian” gives us a woman persona in an unusual job. Sappho’s “To an army wife, in Sardis” makes a very different distinction between love and glory from Richard Lovelace’s “To Lucasta, Going to the Wars.” Dwight Okita writes his poem in a woman’s voice; Denise Levertov writes “What Were They Like?” in the voices of men.

Do people from different social classes see war differently? Brecht remarks in “From a German War Primer” that “Among the conquered the common 
people / Starved. Among the conquerors / The common people starved too.” In his tragicomic play Mother Courage and Her Children, written during World War II but set three hundred years in the past, Brecht amplifies his analysis that “war, which is a continuation of business by other means, makes the human virtues fatal even to their possessors.” How have African Americans seen U.S. war involvement? Look at works by Gwendolyn Brooks, Claude McKay, Owen Dodson, and Martin Luther King, Jr. (who intersects race and class) in this section. How people are positioned in a culture, their access to power and privilege, has an effect on the way they think about peace and war.

The drama, prose, and poetry in “Peace and War” range from Richard Lovelace’s traditionally heroic “To Lucasta, Going to the Wars” through Ambrose Bierce’s strange and haunting story “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge,” set during the American Civil War, and Black Elk’s searing memory 
of the massacre at Wounded Knee to Tim O’Brien’s eerie, expressionistic Vietnam War story, “The Man I Killed.” The literature spans World Wars I and II and their aftermath from British, American, Russian, Japanese, and German perspectives. It includes portrayals of the Vietnam War and its repercussions, from both American and Vietnamese perspectives. Among the other works are Ray Bradbury’s and Carmen Tafolla’s fantasies of the aftermath of a nuclear war (which might usefully be compared with accounts by Japanese writers of the consequences of an actual nuclear attack) and Carolyn Forché’s terrifying and surreal prose poem “The Colonel,” about a contemporary Central American military dictator. The perspectives on war that this literature offers range from glorification of wars past, through realistic accounts of the actual devastating experience of war for both soldiers and civilians, to antiwar protest literature. The mood ranges from nostalgia through horror and grief to very dark humor. 

Reading about war can provoke an intense longing for peace. How can we think and live peace actively, learn to work at peace day by day? How can we learn to see peace as a presence, not an absence? “I want strong peace, and delight, / the wild good,” writes Muriel Rukeyser in “Waking This Morning”: 

today once more

I will try to be non-violent

one more day

this morning, waking the world away

in the violent day.

Perhaps if we changed our definitions of peace and war, conceptualized them and spoke about them differently, we might also begin to live those states of being differently.
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