CAH 473 Literature and Politics
Dr Neal Alexander and Dr Paul Wright

Writing War: Key Themes
Writing War: Key Themes

· Heroism and Anti-heroism

· Irony and Satire

· Testimony and Obliquity

· Elegy and Mourning

· Memory and Remembrance

Heroism and Anti-heroism

· Bernard Bergonzi draws a broad distinction between ‘heroic’ and ‘anti-heroic’ responses to war in literature. The two attitudes are emblematised respectively in the characters Hotspur and Falstaff in Shakespeare’s Henry IV, Part I:

‘In Henry IV, Part I, [Shakespeare] invents two characters who stand for two opposing attitudes to war, and who illustrate these attitudes with great lucidity and an almost clinical exaggeration. Hotspur exemplifies the moral virtues of heroism and the single-minded pursuit of honour, but carries them to a ludicrous pitch […]. At the end of the play Hotspur has died in battle and his body is discovered by Sir John Falstaff, who habitually puts life before honour. Falstaff embodies the biological virtue of cowardice: he combines the blind impulse to survive of a low writing organism with the human burden of consciousness and a far more vivid imagination than Hotspur’s […]. One or other of these attitudes, though usually expressed in a more moderate form, will certainly be present when war is talked about.’

Bernard Bergonzi, Heroes’ Twilight: A Study of the Literature of the Great War 2nd ed. (London: Macmillan, 1980), p. 11-2.

· Hotspur is the heroic soldier in pursuit of personal honour and glory on the battlefield. He is brave but stupid, courageous but unimaginative, and is killed before the end of the play.

· Falstaff is the anti-heroic coward, more interested in the pleasures of life and in self-preservation than in the ideals of patriotism, manliness and martial glory that drive Hotspur. He is a far more complex character, whose ‘cowardice’ exposes the futility and stupidity of ‘heroic’ ideals.

Irony and Satire

· Whereas heroic attitudes to war predominated in the Renaissance period, and were common into the mid-nineteenth century, ‘modern’ responses tend towards the anti-heroic, highlighting the physical horror of death and suffering that war inevitably entails.

· This sense of horror at the human cost of war is often combined with ironic or satirical modes of expression. Paul Fussell argues that writers respond ironically because of the mixture of atrocity and absurdity that typically attends the experience and effects of war:

‘Every war is ironic because every war is worse than expected. Every war constitutes an irony of situation because its means are so melodramatically disproportionate to its presumed ends. In the Great War eight million people were destroyed because two persons, the Achduke Francis Fredinand and his Consort, had been shot. The Second World War offers even more preposterous ironies. Ostensibly begun to guarantee the sovereignty of Poland, that war managed to bring about Poland’s bondage and humiliation. Air bombardment, which was supposed to shorten the war, prolonged it by inviting those who were its targets to cast themselves in the role of victim-heroes and thus stiffen their resolve.’

Paul Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 7-8.

· Irony, satire, and black humour are deployed by writers to expose the recklessness, ignorance, or greed of those in power; and to humanise the suffering of those men and women who find themselves on the front lines of a tragic farce.

Testimony and Obliquity

· Another broad distinction between literary representations of war might be that between testimony and obliquity, directness or indirectness of reference.

· Many of the most powerful literary responses to war and warfare are written by those who have seen conflict first-hand as combatants. These will often draw upon autobiographical experience and personal testimony to create a sense of authenticity and verisimilitude.

· Sometimes, however, traumatic experiences cannot or should not be approached directly. Many literary representations of war draw upon the techniques of obliquity, substitution, parallelism or allegory, displacing or deferring the immediacy of their subject matter in order to suggest rather than reveal its psychic intensity.

Elegy and Mourning

· Because war is a major cause of death and suffering, poetic figurations of war often draw upon the genre of elegy, which aims to find a fitting way to mourn the dead.

· Traditionally, one of the chief functions of elegy was to provide a ritual form of consolation and compensation in the face of loss and pain. Death itself was often softened or idealised as a release from mortal cares and the dead person’s life was celebrated in lyrical terms.

· However, as Jahan Ramazani notes, modern elegies are often suspicious of such consolations, insisting upon difficult confrontations both with the irrevocable loss that death entails, and with poetry’s seeming inadequacy in the face of human suffering:

‘[M]ost canonical English elegists had depicted mourning as compensatory. […] In contrast, modern elegists tend to enact the work not of normative but of “melancholic” mourning – a term I adapt from Freud to distinguish mourning that is unresolved, violent, and ambivalent. […] If the traditional elegy was an art of saving, the modern elegy is what Elizabeth Bishop calls an “art of losing”. […] Scorning recovery and transcendence, modern elegists neither abandon the dead nor heal the living.’

Jahan Ramazani, Poetry of Mourning: The Modern Elegy from Hardy to Heaney (Chicago; London: The University of Chicago Press, 1994), p. 3-4.

Memory and Remembrance

· Much writing about war responds not just to the conflict itself but also to its aftermath, the lingering effects that war has upon individuals, communities, and whole societies for generations to come. Consequently, memory and remembrance are key themes.

· Those who have first-hand experience of war may find their memories both troubled and troubling. The intensity and enormity of the proceedings are likely to produce unusually vivid memories – but these memories may often be unpleasant or unwelcome:

‘Everyone who remembers a war first-hand knows that its images remain in the memory with special vividness. The very enormity of the proceedings, their absurd remove from the usages of the normal world, will guarantee that structure of irony sufficient for ready narrative recall will attach to them. […] One remembers with special vividness too because military training is very largely training in alertness and a special kind of noticing. And one remembers because at the front the well-known mechanisms of the psychology of crisis work to assign major portent to normally trivial things like single poppies or the scars on a riflestock or “the smell of rum and blood.” When a man imagines that every moment is his next to last, he observes and treasures up sensory details purely for their own sake.’

Paul Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p.326-7.

· For those who survive war, and for those who owe a debt of gratitude to those who fought, the issue of how best to remember and commemorate the dead can be especially fraught. Who is to be remembered, and how? When and why? Is it possible, desirable, or necessary to forget? Do we still have, as Paul Ricoeur suggests, a ‘duty to remember’?
‘I would say that a basic reason for cherishing the duty to remember is to keep alive the memory of suffering over against the general tendency of history to celebrate the victors. […] To memorise the victims of history – the sufferers, the humiliated, the forgotten – should be a task for all of us at the end of this century.’
Paul Ricoeur, ‘Memory and Forgetting’, Richard Kearney and Mark Dooley, eds., Questioning Ethics: Contemporary Debates in Philosophy (London; New York: Routledge, 1999), p. 10-11.

