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Week 1: Introduction: Writing War

Lecture Outline

· Literature and Cultural Politics

· Versions of Reality

· The Politics of Language

· War and the Politics of Writing

· Writing War: Key Themes

Key Quotations

1. ‘Politics is about people, societies and how we live together, not just the events at Westminster, in Brussels or on Capitol Hill; the word covers an enormous area of human life. Of course, literature, too, is involved with people, societies and how we get along with one another. Dealing with the same issues in this way, literature and politics are inevitably bound together. […] ‘Cultural politics’ argues that politics is reflected in culture, and culture in turn reflects back and influences how we get along. If English is a version of cultural politics, then each text we study is a political event and every text tries to convince us of certain ideas about how we should get along.’

Robert Eaglestone, Doing English: A Guide for English Students 2nd ed. (London; New York: Routledge, 2002), p. 118, 121.

2. ‘The point to stress here is that stories are lived. They are not just outside ourselves, something we hear or read about. They make sense for us – of us – because we have been and are in them. […] It is hard to challenge the prevailing stories – you will be thought implausible. Powerful stories – those powerful to powerful groups – tend to drive out others. […] Stories, then, transmit power: they are structured into the social order and the criteria of plausibility define or seem to define, the scope of feasible political change. […] Cultural production produces concepts, systems and apparently ‘natural’ understandings to explain who we are individually and collectively, who the others are, how the world works.’

Alan Sinfield, Literature, Politics and Culture in Postwar Britain 3rd ed. (London; New York: Continuum, 2004), p. 28-9.

3. ‘When whole communities go to war – whole peoples, and especially civilized peoples – the reason always lies in some political situation, and the occasion is always due to some political object. […] We see, therefore, that war is not merely an act of policy but a true political instrument, a continuation of political intercourse, carried on with other means. What remains peculiar to war is simply the peculiar nature of its means. […] The political object is the goal, war is the means of reaching it, and means can never be considered in isolation from their purpose.’

Carl von Clausewitz, On War trans., Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), p. 28-9.

Alfred, Lord Tennyson, ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’ (1856)
Half a league, half a league,

Half a league onward,

All in the valley of Death

    Rode the six hundred.

“Forward the Light Brigade!

Charge for the Guns!” he said.

Into the valley of Death

    Rode the six hundred.

“Forward, the Light Brigade!”

Was there a man dismayed?

Not though the soldier knew

    Someone had blundered.

Theirs not to make reply,

Theirs not to reason why,

Theirs but to do and die.

Into the valley of Death

    Rode the six hundred.

Cannon to right of them, 

Cannon to left of them,

Cannon in front of them

    Volleyed and thundered;

Stormed at with shot and shell,

Boldly they rode and well,

Into the jaws of Death,

Into the mouth of hell

    Rode the six hundred.

Flashed all their sabres bare,

Flashed as they turned the air

Sab’ring the gunners there,

Charging an army, while

   All the world wondered.

Plunged in the battery smoke

Right through the line they broke;

Cossack and Russian

Reeled from the sabre stroke

    Shattered and sundered.

Then they rode back, but not,

    Not the six hundred.

Cannon to right of them,
Cannon to left of them,

Cannon behind them

    Volleyed and thundered;

Stormed at with shot and shell,

While horse and hero fell.

They that had fought so well

Came through the jaws of Death,

Back from the mouth of hell,

All that was left of them,

    Left of six hundred.

When can their glory fade?

O the wild charge they made!

    All the world wondered.

Honour the charge they made!

Honour the Light Brigade,

    Noble six hundred!

Ciaran Carson, ‘War’ (2003)
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Michael Longley, ‘Ceasefire’ (1994)

I

Put in mind of his own father and moved to tears

Achilles took him by the hand and pushed the old king

Gently away, but Priam curled up at his feet and

Wept with him until their sadness filled the building.


II

Taking Hector’s corpse in his own hands Achilles

Made sure it was washed and, for the old king’s sake,

Laid out in uniform, ready for Priam to carry

Wrapped like a present home to Troy at daybreak.


III

When they had eaten together, it pleased them both

To stare at each other’s beauty as lovers might,

Achilles built like a god, Priam good-looking still
And full of conversation, who earlier had sighed:


IV

‘I get down on my knees and do what must be done

And kiss Achilles’ hand, the killer of my son.’

Michael Longley, ‘The Cenotaph’ (2000)
They couldn’t wait to remember and improvised

A cenotaph of snow and a snowman soldier,

Inscribing ‘Lest We Forget’ with handfuls of stones.
