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INTRODUCTION:
STRENGTHENING CULTURAL WAR STUDIES

NICO CARPENTIER

The ideological model of war

War is still an omnipresent phenomenon. Although as Michael Howard
(2001, 1) claims in his Intervention of peace, “war, [defined as] armed conflict
between organized political groups, has been the universal norm in human
history”, its highly disruptive and destructive nature has strongly decreased its
social respectability and acceptability. Howard (2001, 2) continues by stressing
the relative noveltyof this phenomenon: “the peace invented by the thinkers of
the Enlightenment, an international order in which war plays no part, had been a
common enough aspiration for visionaries throughout history, but it has been
regarded by political leaders as a practical or indeed desirable goal only during
the past two hundred years.”

Despite a theoretical and ethical consensus about the desirability of
structural peace, its implementation has proven difficult, witness the high
number and horrible intensity of armed conflicts and genocides in the 20™ and
21* centuries. It is exactly the paradox between the consensus on the desirability
of structural peace and the apparent unavoidability of armed conflict that
legitimizes its continued analysis. The deep societal impact of war further
strengthens this legitimization. This impact is partially related to the actions of
the soldiers involved, engaging in what Joanna Bourke (1999, 1) calls
“sanctioned blood-letting,” supported by processes of hero making. Her Intimate
history of killing — despite the growing distance between killer and killed —
points to the problematic “association of pleasure with killing and cruelty”
(Bourke 1999, 369).

This societal impact is not restricted to the (semi-)military personnel; entire
nations become symbolically engaged in this process of de-civilization. The loss
of humanity is not confined to the actual battlefield sites; war tends to
cannibalize on the social and absorb it. War touches the core of our politics,
economics and cultures. The threat to the survival of the state and its citizens
(and soldiers) creates the political legitimacy, and the political will to revert to
extreme and counter-democratic means in order to reach the ultimate goal of
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winning the war. Truth is not necessarily the only “first casualty of war”, as
Aeschylus put it; the suspension of democracy and human rights often follow
quite rapidly. In the War and the media collection, Aijaz Ahmad (2005, 22) for
instance points to what he calls the domestic dimension of the “war on
terrorism”, which takes surveillance “to new extremes in an otherwise
democratic country.” In addition, the economic and financial structure of a
nation is affected. During wartime, and especially during prolonged periods of
conflict, the importance of the already important industrial-military complex
increases, weighing heavily on the public purse. And finally, war affects the
warring cultures. The edges of imagined communities at war, which are blurred
in more normal circumstances, become impenetrable frontiers between “us” and
“them”, between the Self and the Enemy. All eyes become strongly focused on
the (political) center, and citizen-soldiers voluntarily subject themselves to the
leadership of a small political-military elite. There is little room for internal
differences, as illustrated in the famous words of the German Emperor Wilhelm,
in claiming, during the First World War, that he would no longer wanted to hear
of different political parties, only of Germans. U.S. president, George Bush,
used an updated version of this dictum in his address to the Joint Session of
Congress and the American People on September 20, 2001, when he said:
“Either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists.”

These two examples show the crucial role that ideology — defined as sets of
ideas that dominate a social formation — plays in generating internal cohesion
and in turning an adversary into the Enemy. This transformation is supported by
a set of discourses, articulating the identities of all parties involved. Together
they form an ideological model, that has structured most of the interstate wars'
in the 20" and 21*' centuries. Although each war has its own history and context,
which makes it unique, all wars are nevertheless built on similar ideological
mappings. So, on the one hand, the complex series of events that compose a war
appears to be highly elusive and impossible to represent in its entirety; but on
the other hand, the core ideological models that have structured wars in past
decades tend to be fairly stable and compatible.

This ideological model of war is crucial to understanding modern warfare, as
its core structure allows us to better understand (and counteract) the discourses,
rhetorics and narrations of war. As Keen (1986, 10) put it: “in the beginning we
create the enemy. Before the weapon comes the image. We think others to death
and then invent the battle-axe or the ballistic missiles with which to actually kill
them.” This of course does not imply that the processes of mediation and
representation completely overtake the practices and materiality of war (and of
killing). But in the (20" and) 21* century, interstate war in particular has
become a political transgression, which requires a discursive build-up to
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legitimize the use of extreme military violence, all of which make it necessary
to (re)construct this ideological model of war.

For this (re)construction, we first turn to Galtung (see, for instance, Galtung
and Vincent 1992), who, from a Peace Studies perspective, has pointed to the
dichotomized nature of these discourses, grounded by the key binary opposition
of good and evil. The variations of the good/evil dichotomy that structure the
identities of both Self and Enemy are manifold: just/unjust, innocent/guilty,
rational/irrational, civilized/barbaric, organized/chaotic, superior to technology/part
of technology, human/animal-machine’, united/fragmented, heroic/cowardly and
determined/insecure. A second layer of dichotomies structures the meanings
attributed to the violent practices of both warring parties. These dichotomies
include, among others: necessary/unnecessary, last resort/provocative, limited
effects/major  effects, focused/indiscriminate, purposeful/senseless,
unavoidable/avoidable, legitimate/illegitimate, legal/criminal, sophisticated/brutal
and professional/undisciplined.

The dichotomies in question can be defined as floating signifiers (Laclau and
Mouffe 1985, 112-113; Zizek 1989, 97), implying that these signifiers have no
fixed meaning, but are (re)articulated before, during and after the conflict and
inserted into different chains of equivalence. At the same time, the
dichotomiesplay a key role as nodal points in hegemonic projects, where they
have become fixed (being attributed with specific meanings), and are used to fix
a wide variety of other discursive elements. In short, both sides claim to be
rational and civilized and to fight a good and just war, laying responsibility for
the conflict on the Enemy. Both sides present their violent practices as focused,
well-considered, purposeful, unavoidable, and necessary. Both sides construct
their own (inversed®) ideological model of war.

The construction of the Enemy is accompanied by the construction of the
identity of the Self as clearly antagonistic to the Enemy's identity. In this
process, not only is the radical otherness of the Enemy emphasized, but also the
Enemy is presented as a threat to “our own” identity. Ironically, the identity of
the Enemy as a constitutive outside is indispensable to the construction of the
identity of the Self, as the evilness of the Enemy is a necessary condition for the
articulation of the goodness of the Self.

Apart from the identities of the Self and the Enemy, there is a third
discursive position, that of the Victim, that is crucial to the ideological model of
war. The identity of the Victim may range from abstract notions, such as world
peace or world security, to more concrete notions, such as a people, a minority,
or another nation. In some cases the Self becomes conflated with the Victim, for
instance when the Self is being attacked by the Enemy. In other instances the
Victim is detached from the Enemy, when a regime is seen to (preferably
brutally) oppress its “own” people, or when in intra-state or civil wars the nation



4 Introduction: Strengthening Cultural War Studies

or people becomes divided into warring factions. An example here is the 2003
Iraqi War®, where the dictatorship of Saddam Hussein and the ruling Ba’ath
party was defined as victimizing the Iraqi people (and especially the Shiites and
Kurds), and was simultaneously seen as a threat to world security because of its
alleged possession of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) (see Carpentier
2007).

The Victim is intrinsically linked to the identity of the Self and the Enemy,
as its being victimized contributes to the construction of the evilness of the
Enemy. The Self’s goodness emanates not only from the willingness to fight this
evilness, but also on the attempts to rescue the Victim.

These three discursive positions — Self, Enemy and Victim — together form
the core structure of the ideological model of war rendered in Figure 1-1. In this
model, the Self and the Enemy are juxtaposed, and encircled by the dichotomies
that structure their identities, in an intimate relationship with the Victim.

Somewhat in the background, this model also contains the discursive
positions of Supporters and Passive Allies, which belong to a similar cultural
sphere, and tend to reproduce (at least partially) the constructions of the identity
of the Self and Enemy. Finally, Bystanders have no direct affiliations to the
conflict or the warring parties, and relate to the conflict from their own
particular contexts, which do not necessarily include the identity constructions
of the Self and Enemy (as produced by the Self).
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Figure 1-1: The ideological model of war
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Of course, it should be kept in mind that these positions are discursive-
ideological constructs, with an always-specific relationship to the complex
mixture of events and practices, offering overarching frameworks of
interpretation without which materiality remains unintelligible, but never able to
capture the richness of these events and practices in their entirety. Following De
Certeau’s (1992) argument in the Writing of history and Laclau’s (1996)
argument in Emancipations, the unavoidable particularity of discursive
translations needs to be emphasized. Moreover, the ideological model depicted
in Figure 1-1 cannot be considered as being stable or fixed during (or before and
after) war. From a Foucauldian perspective, it needs to be seen as the unstable
overall discursive effect of a wide range of societal strategies aiming to define
the Enemy and the Self. Although these ideological models of war are supported
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by hegemonic projects (of the state and/or the warring parties), different forms
of resistance (outside as well as inside governments) permanently attempt to
rearticulate them. Furthermore, the stream of events generated by the war could
in many cases — often with the support of propaganda — become incorporated
into the model, but other events require the model to be rearticulated. In extreme
cases, events might even threaten the structural integrity of the ideological
model. An example of such an extreme event is the Tet offensive during the
Vietnam War, which severely crippled the Vietcong at the military level, and at
the same time totally disrupted the U.S. ideological framework (see Hallin
1986). Within the discourse-theoretical frame, the term dislocation is used to
refer to such moments of crisis. A dislocation can be defined as the
destabilization of a discourse by events it is unable to integrate, domesticate or
symbolize. Dislocations disrupt discourses and identities, but at the same time
become the breeding ground for the creation of new identities (Laclau 1990,
39). Moreover, they bring to light the contingency of the social and, in doing so,
become “the very form of temporality, possibility and freedom” (Laclau 1990,
41-43, summarized by Torfing 1999, 149).

Although the ideological model of war that constructs the identities of the
Self and the Enemy is widespread, specific groups of actors tend to play a vital
role in the hegemonization of this model. These groups may benefit from
unequal power relations that increase the weight of their statements. A first
group of actors is usually referred to as the state, and includes governments,
parliaments, political parties, advisory bodies and, last but not least, the military.
The state often holds the decision-making powers, has to assume responsibility
for waging the war and is held accountable for the course of the war. However,
its political function, of representing and governing “the people”, means that its
statements (and actions) are also essential for establishing or supporting a
hegemonic process. As war is considered to be a very specific condition,
threatening the existence of numerous human beings and possibly even the
survival of the state itself, it is not sufficient to legitimate the war as such. Next
to military victory, mobilization of support from the “home front” (national
unity) is a primary political objective, legitimating hegemonic policies.

In addition to censorship, which aims to restrict the circulation of discourses,
an instrument that is widely used for the purpose of hegemonization is, of
course, propaganda. Characteristically, it is planned by organized groups, which
can range from a small number of special advisors to large bureaucratic
organizations responsible for propaganda and counter-propaganda efforts
(Taylor 1995, 6; Jowett 1997, 75), which differentiates it from hegemony, as
this latter is the relatively rigid but ultimately unstable result of a negotiative
societal process determining the horizon of our thought within a specific social
and temporal setting. Although propaganda can be instrumental in establishing
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hegemony, the societal construction of the collective will to fight a war
transcends all propaganda efforts.

When attempting to further define propaganda, the parallel with ideology —
again a much broader notion — is helpful. The traditional (rather negative)
Marxist definition of ideology as false consciousness runs in parallel with the
common sense view of propaganda as untruthful. Taithe and Thornton (1999, 1)
describe this view as follows: “most readers will assume that [propaganda] is
largely composed of lies and deceits and that propagandists are ultimately
manipulators and corrupt.” More neutral definitions of ideology as a set of ideas
that dominate a social formation, allow for an approach that defines propaganda
as a persuasive act with a more complex relationship towards truthfulness (Ellul,
1973). Along similar lines, Taylor (1995) defines propaganda as the use of
communication “to convey a message, an idea, an ideology ... that is designed
primarily to serve the self-interests of the person or people doing the
communicating.”

Mediated representations of war

One of the major targets of the state’s propaganda efforts is the mainstream
media, which — as Kellner (1992, 57) remarks — should not be defined as
hypodermic needles, but as “a crucial site of hegemony.” A wide range of
information management techniques has been developed in order to influence
the (news) media’s output. However, this is not to imply that the mainstream
media are defenseless victims. Here, the media’s specificity should be taken into
account, both at the organizational level and at the level of media professionals’
identities. The majority of the (Western) media can be seen as relatively
independent organizations, with specific objectives and specific values. Even
the most liberal normative media theories focus on the obligation of mainstream
(news) media to independently inform their audiences and to use that
independence to subject state practices to public scrutiny. Moreover, media
professionals claim to have access to the description of factuality and to
represent truth or authenticity, which potentially runs counter to (some of) the
propaganda efforts of the states at war.

Unfortunately, this does imply that media organizations and media
professionals can easily escape from the workings of the ideological model of
war. Although both like to believe that they are outside the operations of
ideology - what Schlesinger (1987) has called the macro-myth of independence
— ideology as such, and the workings of the ideological model of war, are
difficult to escape. A first point to be made here is that journalism is itself a
professional ideology, as argued, for instance, by Deuze (2005) and Carpentier
(2005). Secondly, ideology penetrates the representations that media
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professionals generate. If the discourses on the Enemy and the Self have been
hegemonized and turned into common sense, they may become the all-pervasive
interpretative frameworks of media professionals. At the same time, care should
be taken not homogenize the diversity of media organizations and practices. In a
number of cases the mainstream media have managed to produce counter-
hegemonic discourses. They have provided spaces for critical debate, in-depth
analysis and humor. They have also attempted to counter some of the basic
premises of the ideological model, and tried to show the horror of war.

The mainstream media are not the only discursive machinery to attribute
meaning to war. Other spheres, such as literature, the arts, the streets (as public
spaces), film, cartoons, and popular culture, contain discourses that reproduce or
disrupt the hegemonic discourses of war. An almost visionary example of the
critical capacity of popular (music) culture can be found in George Michael’s
pop song and video clip Shoot the Dog, which was released before the onset of
the 2003 Iraqi War. It contained a (rather amusing) critique of the dependant
relationship of Britain with the U.S.A., depicting Tony Blair as Bush’s puppy,
thus attempting to disarticulate the homogeneous Western Self. In a statement
about this song, George Michael made an explicit reference to the impending
war in Iraq, when he posed the following question:

I have a question for you, Mr. Blair. On an issue as enormous as the possible
bombing of Iraq, how can you represent us when you haven't asked us what we
think. And let's be honest, we haven't even begun to discuss it as a society. So
please Tony, much as we've all loved watching the best team we've had in 40
years at the World Cup, and much as we loved the Jubilee, now that we have
some downtime, could we have a little chat about Saddam? (Michael 2002)

Recognizing pain, memory and trauma

The focus on ideology and representation has no ambition to ignore the
materiality of war. War impacts on human bodies with almost unimaginable
force. It destroys or mutilates them. It causes pain to them, and traumatizes
them. The (individual) trauma is not only physical, but also psychological, well
exemplified in the phenomenon of shell shock. Erikson (1976, 153) defines this
individual trauma as “a blow to the psyche that breaks through one’s defenses so
suddenly and with such brutal forces that one cannot react to it efficiently.”

But the impact of war does not end here. War does not start with the onset of
actual hostilities. First the Enemy-Other needs to be created, which in principle
requires painful detachment of that Enemy from the global Self (in other words
from humanity), and in which ideology provides the anesthesia that blocks the
pain of detachment. But this preparation also has a material component.
Preparing for war requires a specific mindset, which is generated through a
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series of rituals. For soldiers this is achieved through military training, but
civilians also engage in the performance of “homeland security” rituals. Such
(self-)disciplining practices are strongly reminiscent of Foucault’s (1978)
descriptions in Discipline and punish, as the rituals involved act directly on the
bodies of the soldiers and the civilians. The soldiers in particular are molded to
become the docile killing bodies that will carry out the actual elimination of the
Enemy.

War does not end when hostilities cease. The damaged and mutilated bodies
remain. Memories of the disappeared bodies also remain. And the traumatic
memories of war remain. War is a dislocation that disrupts social and cultural
structures, and that constitutes a “collective trauma.” It is “a blow to the basic
tissues of social life that damages the bonds attaching people together and
impairs the prevailing sense of communality” (Erikson 1976, 153).

At the same time the harrowing memory of war forces us back to questions
of ideology and representation. However hard our cultures try to materialize
memory by enshrining it in memorials, museums, and other sites of memory,
our representations are unavoidably all that we are left with. To use Eyerman’s
(2001, 12) words: “how an event is remembered is intimately entwined with
how it is represented.” As direct access to (past or present) events is a realist
illusion, the discursive mediation of those events becomes a condition of
possibility for their continued existence within a society or a culture. De
Certeau’s (1992) argument highlights the discursive-ideological struggle (or, to
use Hall’s phrase: “the struggle to signify”) that lies behind these
representational processes, in which the ideological model of war often prevails.
The meaning attributed to events is not stable, but the result of a process of
cultural negotiation. Although its hegemonic truths are protected, contestation
and attempted renegotiations always remain possible.

This process of memorialization also implies forgetting. Historical
knowledge creates a narrative of a series of events and attempts to mold the
infinite details of people’s lives (and deaths) into a systematic discourse, often
reducing those lives to “causes, politics, leaders and results” (Lewis 2002, 270).
Moreover, the processes of glorification of the Self and demonization of the
Enemy are by default used to make sense of the loss, which also impacts on
what is remembered and what is forgotten. Forty and Kiichler (1999, 9) for
instance refer to the commemorative activities that took place after the First
World War. Their specific aesthetics and conventions were “in some people’s
view, a most misleading view of the war that had just been fought.” Forty and
Kiichler add: “But it is surely an inevitable feature of memorials ... that they
permit only certain things to be remembered, and by exclusion cause others to
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29

be forgotten.” Again, ideology plays a crucial role in this process of
memorializing and forgetting.

Strengthening Cultural War Studies

The above discussion contains an (implicit) plea for recognition of the
importance of ideology, representation, identity, pain, trauma, and power as
analytic categories for War Studies. The importance of these concepts has
increased markedly in the last decade — enough for Griffith (2001) to proclaim
the cultural turn in (Cold) War Studies. But there continues to be a series of
problems. Early versions of Cultural War Studies have not managed to permeate
traditional War Studies, leading to a continued underestimation of the
importance of these analytic categories in “mainstream” War Studies, and in a
number of its subfields. Moreover, Cultural War Studies has not managed to
defragment itself into a critical and fairly coherent — but still open and
interdisciplinary — subfield of War Studies, or of Cultural Studies. Establishing
Cultural War Studies as a separate discipline would of course be self-defeating —
a discipline would be too disciplining for any strand of Cultural Studies — but
the nomadic nature of Cultural War Studies has prevented it from exerting much
influence on either War Studies or Cultural Studies.

War Studies has become a vast field of study, and a diversity of academic
subfields has produced an extensive collection of articles, readers and
monographs on the issues of war and conflict. Not only have scholars working
in the fields of History, Political Studies and International Relations contributed
to this body of literature, but Media, Journalism and Communication Studies
scholars also have contributed to long lists of publications, while Propaganda
Studies has produced an equally extensive set of publications.

Although Propaganda, Media, Journalism and Communication Studies may
seem promising for an approach to ideological processes, most of this literature
is fairly traditional — albeit sometimes very critical — for instance, in analyses of
the problems that journalists have to face when dealing with the military, the
difficult relationships between media organizations and the military, and the
way that propaganda affects media coverage. Of course, and fortunately, there
are exceptions in this subfield, that do place a stronger emphasis on ideology,
representation and (popular) culture and, more generally, on the relationship
between ideology, culture and conflict. But this list is much smaller. Examples
that come to mind are War, culture and the media. Representations of the
military in 20" century Britain (Stewart and Carruthers 1996); Fighting fictions.
War, narrative and national identity (Foster 1999) and Watching Babylon. The
war in Iraq and global visual culture (Mirzoeff 2005). Other examples, from the
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subfield of Holocaust Studies, are Narrating the Holocaust (Reiter 2000); Visual
culture and the Holocaust (Zelizer 2001) and Holocaust and the moving image
(Haggith and Newman 2005) Of course, there are authors that defy any
classification, such as Paul Virilio (1989; 2002), Jean Baudrillard (1995), Slavoj
Zizek (2002; 2004) and Susan Sontag (2003), who have published work on the
role of specific cultural systems in war, such as cinema, the media, and
photography. Nevertheless, the attention for ideology and representation in
Propaganda, Media, Journalism and Communication Studies is still fairly new
and limited, and the culturalist analyses are far from being all-pervasive.

Thus, although it might be too early to claim that the existence of a cultural
turn can be expanded to War Studies in general, and it is definitely too early to
refer to an ideological turn in War Studies, Cultural Studies certainly has the
potential to fill this gap. It has always exhibited a strong interest in the role that
power, ideology and hegemony play in our contemporary conjuncture. Even in
the early days of Cultural Studies, exemplified by Policing the crisis (Hall et al.
1978), it aimed to critically address the power imbalances in society, and the
ways that ideology contributed to the maintenance of these imbalances and to
the (self)disciplining of the members of these societies. Arguably, the critical
project of Cultural Studies was even strengthened by its generating an opening
for polysemy and agency to enter the stage, allowing a move beyond the subject
theory of the powerless. Also, Cultural Studies has had a continuing intimate
relationship with the concepts of identity, representation, othering and power
(see Hall 1997), which makes it extremely suited to providing an ideological
angle to War Studies, focusing on the representations that support the ideologies
of war and the identities of the Self and the Enemy. Again, Cultural Studies has
contributed strongly to the articulation of the concept of representation as part of
the critical toolkit, to show the sometimes problematic nature of our ways of
seeing and thinking of ourselves and others, for instance in relation to gender,
class, and ethnicity.

As already mentioned, a number of authors have published on war from a
Cultural Studies perspective, and more will undoubtedly do so. Also, a number
of structuring initiatives have been taken, for instance through the establishment
of the new division on Culture and War of the Cultural Studies Association
(U.S.) and the announcement of a Journal of War and Cultural Studies (to be
published in 2008). But given the societal and cultural impact of war, such
initiatives are relatively few and they have not managed to push ideology and
representation to a higher position on the general War Studies research agenda.
This generates an interesting paradox: traditional War Studies scholarship has
neglected ideology and representation, and one of the fields that might
overcome this shortcoming, has not managed to do so (yet).
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One can speculate about the nature of this deficiency. One can look at the
disinterest of the more traditional strands of academia in the Cultural Studies
apparatus, and their preference for historical realities and factuality. One can
look at Cultural Studies itself and carefully suggest the following explanations:
the loss of popularity of the concept of ideology in Cultural Studies; its inability
to look beyond specific and localized imagined communities, and the conflation
of Cultural Studies and the Study of Culture. Without showing much intellectual
creativity, one can even blame the more celebratory strands in Cultural Studies
that seek out audience agencies. A more positive approach to addressing this
deficiency would be to call for a strengthening of Cultural War Studies’
(initiated by the contribution of the current book).

War has been pervasive in the 20" century and the 21* century seems to hold
little promise of improvement. War is still one of the world’s most destructive
forces, which on a daily basis touches the lives of millions of people: those who
have lived through war (and continue to morn the loss it has brought), those
currently living the war and those that will live a war that is to come. The
societal presence of what Knightly (1982) calls “the institution of war” is thus
structural in that it requires all possible perspectives to be put to work to
increase our understanding of this pervasiveness and destructiveness, of this
eternal repetition of the same. Cultural War Studies has an important role to
play in adding to this knowledge, by putting the critical vocabulary (including
ideology, representation, and power) of Cultural Studies to good use to analyze
the constructions that push us towards a glorified killing of our fellow men and
then try to make us forget the intensity and durability of the trauma.

At the same time a strengthened Cultural War Studies would contribute to
Cultural Studies by putting ideology more firmly on its research agenda, and by
sharpening its critical objectives. Cultural Studies should be more than a project
that combines eloquent textual readings, in-depth analyses of (preferably
resistant) consumption practices and a celebration of human agency, seasoned
with some high cultural theory. Cultural Studies needs to engage with the
horrific, the destructive, the violent-pornographic, the perverse, the vile and the
prosaic in our present-day conjuncture, reassuming its key role of relentlessly
uncovering the always hidden societal structures that generate oppression,
suffering and death. From this perspective, war becomes a borderline case, in
which the celebration of human agency might not be the first and best choice.
However important and truthful our celebration of agency, resistance and
pleasure, and not to ignore the potential of these concepts to theorize and
understand the social, it is time to open Pandora’s box and attempt to (re)orient
the Cultural (War) Studies toolbox towards an analysis of what limits our
agency, what destroys our resistance, what perverts our pleasure, and what
structures our bare existence. Cultural Studies needs to go to war again.
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The book

This book’s main objective is to make a modest contribution to the
strengthening of Cultural War Studies. The book implicitly proposes a research
agenda that would critically focus on the issues of ideology, representation,
identities of Self and Enemy, power, pain and trauma, in relation to the
oppressive forces of war. This is not to say that Cultural War Studies should cut
its connections with the theoretical and empirical practices of Cultural Studies;
these will allow Cultural War Studies to build on an intellectual apparatus
whose strengths (and weaknesses) have been proven.

The starting point for this book project was a panel session — entitled
Representing the New Cold War — at the Fourth Annual Meeting of the Cultural
Studies Association. This conference in which this session took place was held
at the George Mason University in Arlington VA, U.S.A., on April 19-22, 2006.
A series of panels at this and other conferences, which built on this session, can
be seen as the initial seeds of Cultural War Studies, which for too long has been
restricted to the underground of Cultural Studies.

The structure of this edited volume mirrors the research agenda discussed in
this introduction. The first part of the book focuses on the diversity of media
that generate meanings and definitions of past and contemporary wars. These
chapters are not restricted to the more traditional analyses of media content, but
utilize these media products to reflect on the contemporary cultural condition(s)
in the U.S.A. and Europe. Rebecca A. Adelman’s chapter looks at the
representations of war generated by the memorialization of killed soldiers in
Last Letters Home. Christina Lane’s analysis of the post 9-11 film Flightplan
shows how this film facilitates the belief that the original (historical) trauma can
be healed. Metasebia Woldemariam and Kylo-Patrick R. Hart’s chapter takesus
back to the Rwandan genocide, and its sometimes-problematic filmic
representation in Hotel Rwanda. Karen J. Hall’s chapter acts as a bridge
between the first and second parts of the book in analyzing the hard-core
representations of war that circulate on the Internet, and the ways these images
of torn bodies reproduce the dominant ideological model of war.

The second part of the book moves (at least partially) away from media
representations and focuses on torture and incarceration. The practices in the
name of “war against terror” in the 21* century have caused a number of shifts
in the articulation of human rights, and their relationship with the notions of a
just war and justifiable (state) violence. The “use” of Guantanamo (and the
disarticulation of its prisoners from the common forms of legal protection) has
been defined — well within the framework of the ideological model of war — as
regrettable but necessary and unavoidable in the war against terror. The
“Ticking Time Bomb” argument has been used (as an alibi) to justify the
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increase in torture practices. Stephanie Athey’s chapter offers an important
counter-narration to this and similar arguments, that legitimize (state) torture,
showing its complexity, and especially its omnipresence before and after 2001.
Usha Zacharias looks at what occurred at Abu Ghraib, and the notions of
imperial citizenship that made it possible. Although the second part of the book
is quite short, it acts as an important interruption, halting the narrative flow of
the book to foreground the extreme violence of torture.

The third and final part of the book consists of five chapters on issues related
to memory and trauma. A series of 20" century conflicts and wars are revisited
to demonstrate the cultural durability of war and the interconnection of these
wars with present-day discourses and practices through the dialectics of
remembering, commemorating and forgetting. Gordon Coonfield considers the
flying of the flag after 9/11 as a ritual enactment by a traumatized nation.
Vincent Stephens’s chapter analyzes A4 home at the end of the world and
American pastoral to illustrate the workings of traumatized citizenship and
national identity. Marc Lafleur’s chapter revisits the A-bomb artifact, and the
way that its history is re-narrated, transforming it from a destructive tool into a
celebration of technology and nationhood. Tina Wasserman looks at the work of
the Israeli journalist Amira Hass, to thematize the difficult relationship between
the two traumas that haunt the Middle East: the Holocaust, and the Palestinian
Occupation. Finally, through the analysis of a 1937 film on the Dreyfus Affair,
Nico Carpentier analyzes how a 19™ century conflict becomes a grim portent of
the horrors of the Second World War. In going back in time for more than a
century, this chapter shows that analyses of cultural trauma should not remain
confined to the present era, but require a historical dimension. This part of the
book strongly reconnects with the first part in allowing for a reflection on the
role of representational practices in the construction of memory and coping with
trauma. This reconnection signifies the dynamic process between the
representation of traumatic events through a diversity of media on the one hand,
and the representations of these events embedded in our memories on the other
hand, that render the (near) past present.

The best way to end a book on an important but not so pleasant topic is to
revert to warm words. So I here wish to convey my gratitude to the external and
internal reviewers for their (really) appreciated comments, to the staff of CSP
for their assistance and good care, and to the autors of this book for combining a
professional attitude with great insights, which made my work a fascinating
learning experience. Thanks.



Culture, Trauma, and Conflict: Cultural Studies Perspectives on War 15

Notes

! Although the focus of this introduction (and the entire book) is on interstate war, a
similar argument could be made for intrastate wars.

% Haraway’s (1991) discussion of these dichotomies has a specific focus on the
human/machine dichotomy.

It can be argued that the different ideological models constructed by the different
warring parties are inversed, but still similar in their core structure. Given my cultural
embeddedness in Belgium and Western Europe, the development of this model was
unavoidably influenced by this specific cultural affinity, despite all attempts at cultural-
intellectual empathy, curiosity and understanding.

* The various names ascribed to this conflict are in themselves problematic. Calling it the
Second Persian Gulf War (and the 1991 Gulf War the First Persian Gulf War) tends to
exclude the ‘first’ Persian Gulf War, namely the Iran-Iraq war (1980-1988). The absence
of clear Western involvement seems to warrant its exclusion from the count. For this
reason the more neutral ‘2003 Iraqi War’ is preferred. Media are of course confronted
with similar problems, and some made different choices, as Bodi (2004, 244-245)
remarks: “Al Jazeera’s tag for the conflict was ‘War on Iraq’, in contrast to the BBC’s
neutral ‘War in Iraq’ and Fox News’ jingoistic ‘Operation Iraqi Freedom’ which merely
parroted the Pentagon’s name for the conflict.” Moreover, the Iraqi War that started in
2003 is lasting longer than expected; for this reason also, the name ‘2003 Iraqi War’ is
preferred to refer to the first period in this war, which started on March 19 2003 with the
bombing of Baghdad, and ended when the US president George Bush declared the end of
all major combat operations on May 1 2003, in his speech on the USS Abraham Lincoln.
This signaled a new phase in the Iraqi war, which Seib (2004, 1) ironically calls the
“postwar war.”

> Although contributing to the establishment of peace should be the ultimate and utopist
horizon of Cultural War Studies, calling it Cultural Peace Studies would only assist in
hiding the omnipresence of war and (neo)imperialism.
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PART I:

MEDIA REPRESENTATIONS OF WAR






“FORT LIVING ROOM™:
GENDER, RACE, CLASS, SEXUALITY,
AND SENTIMENT IN THE HBO DOCUMENTARY
LAST LETTERS HOME'

REBECCA A. ADELMAN

Introduction

As of January 2007, and according to the limited information available,
nearly 23,000 U.S. soldiers have been wounded since combat operations began
in Iraq, and well over 3000 have been killed. Iraqi civilian casualties number at
least 54,000 (Iraq Body Count 2007), while the Iraqi police and military have
sustained roughly 4200 (iCasualties 2007) deaths. Before these numbers,
carnage of the “Hydra of greed, hubris, mania, and bureaucracy” (Retort 2005,
103) that passes for U.S. foreign policy, one perhaps wonders what else there is
to be said, what sense there is to be made, especially because these numbers are
obsolete almost as soon as they are typed.

In many ways, this chapter is an inquiry into the unwieldy. This fundamental
awkwardness is reflected in its lengthy title, and made more acute by the
ungainly numbers with which it begins. Thus, insofar as it is conceptualized out
of incomprehensibility, it proceeds from a position at an ironic distance from its
central object, a documentary text which distills these counts into 60 minutes of
cleanly edited film, telling a story that is otherwise unintelligible. The dexterity
with which the film manages all the discourses (reduced to single words and
crammed into the title of this article) is the location of its power and its danger,
while its stark presentation provides an unintentional counterpoint to the
difficulty of accessing information about the number of dead and the true nature
of the conflict.

Once the dead are buried, the jobs of grieving and narration remain, tasks
which are only made more urgent by the stream of casualties still arriving at
Dover Air Force Base in Dover, Delaware, which has been the main point of
reentry for the remains of U.S. military casualties from wars abroad since the
mid-20" century; the grief is endless, while the discourses must be elastic
enough to accommodate every new loss. The HBO Films documentary Last
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Letters Home: Voices of American Troops from the Battlefields of Irag (2004)
reflects both of these demands for a war that does not lend itself to easy
explanations. Like Vietnam, this war has been politically and culturally
“discredited” (Walter 1999, 45; see also Harvey 2002, 197), and so its dead are
difficult to commemorate, though mourning remains imperative. Of necessity,
the film borrows from codes of race, gender, sexuality, and class that teach us to
value certain lives (and deaths) above others. Thus the film makes its message
maximally comprehensible while mitigating the post-9/11 pain of the “affliction
of the previously invulnerable” (Retort 2005, 5). These ideologies provide logic
to the conundrum of so many dead and offer a way into the film, ultimately
ensuring the success of its effort to evoke particular emotional responses.

The idea that the media is an economy is axiomatic. What is perhaps less
obvious is that it is an economy with two currencies: actual money and
emotional capital. Media outlets compete for shares of the market but also for
monopolies on audience attention (Debatin 2002, 163), which is literally
priceless, though it can certainly be bought. Affect is thus a commodity and a
fundamental component of late capitalist markets (Massumi 2002, 45), which
traffic in experiences, sensations, and events. As such a system, the media
generates specific types of memories and “produces a particular kind of
‘forgetting”” (Ashplant, Dawson, and Roper 2000, 70) through its narrations.

Stories that do not follow established patterns are scarcely intelligible
(Galtung 2004, 187), and thus certain narratives endlessly regenerate themselves
in a process that is predictable and pleasurable. Part of the routinization of
narrative in the media relates to the idea of sentiment, insofar as popular media
texts offer the opportunity to process emotions in a way that is standardized and
satisfying. Viewers tuning in to Last Letters Home, then, expect to feel sadness,
but can anticipate a sense of closure, delivered by the contained nature of the
narrative, its suggestion of completeness, and its promise of catharsis. Mediated
death, grief, and suffering are things that we know how to handle, their mastery
guaranteed in the documentary by an elaborate and effective emotional
apparatus.

Given that the first Gulf War lasted only a month and cost the United States
less than 400 lives, at the outset of this one, Americans did not anticipate the
need to grieve for so many. Even in the context of an increasingly unpopular
war, however, there is confusion and disagreement about what to do. How is it
that the American nation can be saddened by the loss of its national heroes,
those who are arguably its best citizens, insofar as service members embody
ideal Americanness more precisely than any other group, without agitating for
the most logical (if unfeasible) solution: a complete withdrawal of troops?

Luc Boltanski’s (1999) analysis of the ethical implications of witnessing
suffering provides one explanation. Many opponents of the war seem to assume
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that sadness for the deaths of soldiers or empathy is a radical response, an
obstacle to its engines. But for those who only experience these losses
secondhand, quite the opposite may very well be the case. Boltanski writes that
“[T]o arouse pity, suffering and wretched bodies must be conveyed in such a
way as to affect the sensibility of those more fortunate” (1999, 11); their
appearances are always orchestrated, reframed in accordance with the
spectators’ desires. “[S]entimental pity,” then, has a “hidden alliance with the
social order” (1999, 139), as pitying creates a distance which keeps us from
acting on behalf of those who suffer, while the barrage of deaths and images
pushes us through a tiny, accelerated process of mourning again and again.
Images of the war dead can work like nothing else to “create the illusion of
consensus” in the national community (Sontag 2003, 6), and these losses are
rendered intelligible through the rhetoric of sacrifice as they pass from private
tragedy to public spectacle. Thus the media, while bound to report casualties, at
least occasionally, does so in ways engineered to provoke an impotent kind of
grief, rather than resistance to the incursion that demands it. To this norm, Last
Letters Home is no exception.

Last Letters Home: Considering a requiem

After “9/117%, U.S. citizenship reemerged as a concept that was meaningful,
fashionable (Barber 2003, 88), and eminently marketable. The invasion of Iraq
has proven more difficult to sell, but films about soldiers are always popular,
while September 11™ created a “renewed appetite for war stories” (Dixon 2004,
1). Thus, shortly after the 2004 Presidential Election, on 11 November 2004,
(Veteran’s Day), HBO (a popular U.S. cable channel known for its edgy and
political original programming) premiered a documentary featuring surviving
family members of U.S. military personnel who died in Iraq, a timely
contribution to the genre of the commemorative war text and another in the
“long tradition of dual-use products resulting from the cooperation between the
military and the film industry” (Thomas and Virchow 2005, 27).

The film, produced at a time when the occupation seemed less ill-fated
(Kaplan 2005, 331), offers its audience the opportunity to mournfully participate
in the national community while shouldering part of the military’s funereal
responsibility.’ In a strange departure from cable media business practice, which
also might be explicable—at least partially—in terms of the potential for good
public relations to follow from such a move, HBO decided to “open its signal,
making the program available to almost all cable households” (“About the
Film”) on the night it premiered, expanding its reach. The documentary was
regularly rebroadcast on all HBO channels, and HBO’s website includes a
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comprehensive section about it; interested viewers can learn more about the film
and the families it features.

Last Letters Home is the work of Bill Couturié¢, who has developed a number
of documentaries similar to this one. The project’s website features an interview
with him, in which he outlines his goal of making a film that is “Very honest,
very direct.” For Couturié, capturing and disseminating these stories is a “sacred
duty.” He asserts that his “point was not to make a movie about the political
justification of the war [, but to] talk about the human cost of the war. And
allow the audience ... to make up their own minds.”

Capitalizing on the “significant vogue” of documentary filmmaking (Tobias
1998, 1), Last Letters Home was a commercial venture, released at a moment
when American public and popular cultures were troping the narrative of just
war (Dixon 2004, 1) while managing the residual traumas of September 11",
that “ultimate form of reality television” (Debatin 2002, 167). Compared to
coverage of the terrorist attacks and of the subsequent wars, Last Letters Home
is stylized, even as it retains traces of the roughness integral to documentary
film, and controlled. It references terror and war, the “image [the U.S.A.] cannot
exorcise” (Retort 2005, 25), but does so with an imperturbable calm, all the
while provoking the audience to a particular kind of feeling.

This film has all the hallmarks of HBO original programming, as it is
technically masterful, socially relevant, and emotionally compelling. It is a
montage of 11 families reading their final correspondence from loved ones®,
interspersed with personal snapshots—now such a popular form of wartime
photography (Davis 2006, 32)°—of the deceased. Each segment opens with a
military portrait of the dead soldier, framed in black. The person’s rank and full
name appear in white lettering, and below it a brief caption with the cause and
place of death (i.e. “Killed by an explosion in Baghdad”). This information
fades out and is replaced with a past-tense statement about the person’s age (i.e.
“He was 517). The whole screen then dissolves into an image of their
hometown. During the interviews, surviving family members share letters and e-
mails which are alternately finished or incomplete, received before or after the
soldier’s death, and oddly prescient or painfully optimistic about the author’s
future. All segments end with another photo of the deceased, again captioned by
their name and rank and their dates of birth and death. The segments run
uninterrupted, and their identical format lends the text coherence and also
invests it with a sense of military uniformity; upon closer inspection, though, the
flimsiness of this illusion of sameness becomes clear.

The imperative of homogeneity echoes the goal of ultimate similarity in
commemorations of those who have made the ultimate sacrifice, navigating a
dialectic of the fundamental individuality of the war memorial and the
collectivity there expressed (Ashplant, Dawson, and Roper 2000, 18). Benedict



