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INTRODUCTION 
 

“Realism” and the Literary Aftermath of World War I 

 

 This dissertation explores the ironic glorification of suffering in the literary aftermath of 

World War I. In both fiction and non-fiction, verse and prose, the war’s most canonized literary 

depictions emphasize the conflict’s dehumanizing violence, its ceaseless anguish, and its 

meaningless slaughter. Contemporaneous critics and prominent authors deemed such depictions 

“realistic” not merely because they represented the war experience faithfully, but also because 

they served a moralistic purpose: war literature in World War I’s aftermath had to be anti-war 

literature. The rhetorical equation of anti-war literature was quite clear. By emphasizing the 

brutalizing experience of suffering in the war, an unknowing public would understand conflict's 

atrocity and unshackle themselves from any inherited romantic notions of war experience. Tis 

straightforward calculation had unintended, and indeed ironic, consequences. My dissertation 

argues that, in privileging suffering over all other aspects of war experience, the post-war literary 

community conceptualized the anguished combatant as knowledgeable educator and suffering as 

a knowledge-producing experience. Suffering signaled wisdom, and anguish conferred authority. 

Having-suffered became not only the barrier to entry in the war-literature market, but also the 

ticket to a higher moral and intellectual plane. Ultimately, post-war critical consensus glorified 

the experience it set out to condemn. A brief detour detailing the publication histories of two 

World War I narratives may exemplify this ironic process:  

In 1922, just four years after publishing the acclaimed My Ántonia, Willa Cather 

published the soon-to-be Pulitzer Prize winning novel One of Ours. Its story depicts the character 

of Claude Wheeler, a native of Nebraska, as he struggles through a provincial farmer’s life of 
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disappointment and disenchantment. A failed attempt at education, a slow and meandering 

business as a farmer, and an increasingly disappointing marriage precede Wheeler’s enlistment 

in the army and his deployment to France with the American Expeditionary Forces in World War 

I. Army life and war prove to have emancipating qualities for Wheeler; for the first time in his 

life, he finds purpose, meaning, and camaraderie. He dies in battle at the novel’s conclusion, 

though not without purpose. The soldiers he commands are “wonderful men” who “were mortal, 

but… unconquerable” (366). In death, Wheeler discovers an unconquerable spirit set against a 

lifetime of defeat. While his family in Nebraska mourns his loss, they are nonetheless proud of 

his achievements, and, in death, Wheeler achieves a social status and recognition which escaped 

him in life. One of Ours does not ignore the horrible violence of battle, but it does imbue war 

with redemptive qualities. While not an adventure, war nonetheless provides meaning and 

purpose to one of its combatants that civilian life could not.  

 Cather included many aspects of her own life in the novel. According to her biographer 

James Woodress, she based Wheeler’s character on her cousin, G. P. Cather, who died in his first 

major battle with the American Expeditionary Forces in France. Woodress claims that G. P. was, 

like Claude, disillusioned by his provincial existence in rural Nebraska and “never could escape 

the misery of being himself except in action” and that “The United States’ entry into the war was 

a godsend for him: the army offered a chance to get away to a life of action” (“Willa Cather: A 

Literary Life”). By all accounts, G. P. acted heroically in France. According to the New York 

Times, “Lieutenant G. P. Cather (since killed in action.)—With splendid courage and coolness… 

mounted the parapet of a trench and directed a destructive flanking fire from two automatic rifle 

teams exposed to seven German machine guns” (“Major Roosevelt Cited for Bravery,” 4). 

Cather read of her cousin’s actions with pride and compared the hero she learned about in the 
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newspaper with the always-distraught cousin she had known since she was young. For the next 

four years, she would write a novel in his honor, though not without substantial research on the 

war and fighting in it. 

 Cather wrote the novel’s first half, in which she narrates Claude’s life in Nebraska, with 

considerable ease and haste. Transporting Claude to the battlefields of France, however, proved 

to be a more difficult creative endeavor that would require much research. Woodress tells us that 

Cather interviewed recently returned veterans of the war to gather material. “One of [Cather’s] 

former high school students,” Woodress claims, “brought groups of enlisted men, four or five at 

a time,” to Cather’s apartment so that she could hear their stories. She visited wounded veterans 

in the hospital and even mined the diaries of her personal doctor, who had been a medical officer 

during the war, for material. A year and a half into writing the book, Woodress relays that Cather 

felt compelled “to revisit France before she could finish the book,” visiting the hollowed 

battlefields and her cousin’s gravesite. Cather rigorously researched her project and took 

seriously the task of speaking for a veteran of World War I.  

Initially, the novel sold well. One of Ours debuted at number 7 on the best-selling books 

of fiction, peaked at number 6, and spent a total of 28 weeks on the best-seller list (Lamay 

Licursi 96).1 It sold fifty-four thousand copies in its first year and underwent seven printings 

(105). Some critics glowingly approved of Cather’s rendering of war experience. Nancy Barr 

Mavity of the San Francisco Chronicle wrote that Cather “faces her subject massively, 

objectively, impersonally, and there is no trace of perfume or silk or ‘delicacy’ on her pages” (1). 

Lilian Ford of the Los Angeles Times wrote that One of Ours was “a highly significant novel, 

revealing the finest type of American youth, written with all vigor and simplicity, and 

 
1 Lamay Licursi created her list of best sellers with Remembering World War I in America (2018) using best-seller 
lists from Publisher’s Weekly and the New York Times (96).  
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penetrating insight for which the name of Willa Cather has come to stand” (2). Indeed, the book 

won the Pulitzer Prize in 1922 for best novel because it “best presents the wholesome 

atmosphere of American life and the highest standard of American manners and manhood,” 

according the to the Pulitzer committee (quoted in the New York Tribune, “Women Writers Win 

in Annual Prize”).  

Cather’s novel had many detractors, especially within the more elite literary community. 

Woodress claims that a “chorus of hostile criticism…greeted its appearance.” Among the most 

scathing denunciations came from a critic who previously fawned over Cather’s works, H.L. 

Mencken. In his journal The Smart Set, Mencken explained that the first half of One of Ours, set 

in provincial Nebraska, “deserves to rank almost with My Antonía,” while its second half, set in 

war, “drops precipitately to the level of a serial in the Ladies’ Home Journal” (140). What 

“spoils” Cather’s book, Mencken suggests, is the recent publication of John Dos Passos’ angry 

WWI novel, Three Soldiers (1921), which in “one blast… disposed of oceans of romance and 

blather” (141). Mencken takes little issue with the style of Cather’s second half, but rather 

laments its ideological and moral conclusions. He claims that One of Ours figures war as “the 

enemy of the fat and happy, but it is kind to the lonesome. It brings them into kinship with their 

kind, it fills them with a sense of high usefulness—and it obliterates the benign delusion at last in 

a swift, human and workman-like manner” (141). Three Soldiers, by comparison, “changed the 

whole tone of American opinion about the war” with its “bold realism” which disentangled 

veteran’s recollection of the war “from the prevailing buncombe and sentimentality” (141). 

Cather’s friend, Sinclair Lewis, also proclaimed One of Ours a failure (Woodress), and the 

critical consensus seemed to orient around the assertion that Cather’s war writing was simply not 

realistic. Mencken writes that the novel’s second half “is fought out, not in France, but on a 
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Hollywood movie-lot (141). Ernest Hemingway, likewise, wrote to Edmund Wilson in a letter: 

“Wasn’t that last scene in the lines wonderful? Do you know where it came from? The battle 

scene in Birth of a Nation. I identified episode after episode, Catherized. Poor woman she had to 

get her war experience somewhere” (Baker, 105). Hemingway further contended that any book 

which attributed a sense of meaning to the war led its audience to a false conclusion. In his 

introduction to Men at War (1942), Hemingway relayed that “the last war, during the years 1915, 

1916, 1917, was the most colossal, murderous, mismanaged butchery that has ever taken place 

on earth. Any writer who said otherwise lied” (xiii) Thus One of Ours, generally popular but 

excoriated by the literati of the time, became known as a propagandistic, thoroughly unrealistic 

depiction of World War I suffering. 

Alternatively, Ernest Hemingway published A Farewell to Arms in 1929, on the heels of 

his commercially successful second novel The Sun Also Rises (1926). Its story depicts Frederic 

Henry, an American working as an ambulance driver in the Italian Army on the Italian Front. 

Henry meets Catherine Barkley, an English nurse, and the novel details their growing but 

doomed love story. Near the front, Henry is almost killed by Austrian artillery and sustains life-

threatening injuries. He spends most of the winter in a hospital with Catherine looking after him, 

drinking and making love and living a seemingly blissful life. After a winter of relatively little 

activity in the war, Henry returns to the front to support the Italian offensive, which ultimately 

fails. The Italians retreat in the Caporetto debacle, and in the chaos the Italian military police 

accuse Henry of being a spy because of his odd Italian accent. Henry deserts the army and 

escapes with Catherine to Switzerland. In exile, Catherine dies in childbirth. At the novel’s 

conclusion, Henry is alone and without purpose. Unlike Cather, Hemingway situates war as 

inherently meaningless and futile. Suffering does not yield belonging or reason for Henry as it 
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did for Wheeler. Instead, A Farewell to Arms depicts suffering as an experience that highlights 

the futility and wastefulness of the war.  

Like One of Ours, A Farewell to Arms contains much of the biography of its author. After 

having been rejected from the Army recruiting office for poor eyesight, Hemingway volunteered 

as an ambulance driver in the American Red Cross. In 1918, he went to the Italian Front. After 

only a month at the front, an Austrian artillery shell struck Hemingway’s position when he was 

passing out chocolate and cigarettes to the front-line troops. Hemingway was wounded in both 

legs. Stumbling for safety, he was also hit by machine-gun fire in his knee (Lamay-Licursi, 98). 

Recovering from his wounds, Hemingway met Agnes von Kurowsky, a twenty-six-year-old 

American nurse at the Ospedale Croce Rossa Americana hospital in Milan (Lynn, 87). He began 

a romance with von Kurowsky and promptly declared his love and intention to marry her (88). 

Von Kurowsky eventually transferred away from Hemingway to Florence and ended their 

courtship by falling in love with an Italian Lieutenant (97-98). Hemingway was devastated by 

the abrupt ending of his romantic hopes, just as Henry is at the conclusion of A Farewell to 

Arms.  

Even with all its imbedded autobiography, the author of A Farewell to Arms was 

nonetheless ill-suited to speak for veterans of the war. Kimberly Lamay-Licursi writes that “one 

of the problems with holding up A Farewell to Arms as the American story of World War I is 

that Hemingway had little credibility as a documentarian of the war” (98). After all, he served 

little over a month on the Italian front, a far cry from the intensity of suffering in the most 

common landscape for the war’s memory: the western front. Like Cather, Hemingway 

extensively researched battle in order to write it. For example, the narrative apex of A Farewell is 

its depiction of the retreat near Caporetto, which Michael Kim Roos reminds us “occu[ed] at a 
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time and place with which Hemingway had no direct personal experience” (9). In “Hemingway 

in Italy: Making It Up,” Robert W. Lewis points to the many instances in which the author uses 

G.M. Trevelyan’s Scenes from Italy’s Wars (1919) to craft Henry’s movements and experiences 

during the retreat. Michael Reynold’s 1976 book, Hemingway’s First War: The Making of A 

Farewell to Arms, emphasizes the influence Charles F. Horne and Walter F. Austin’s The Great 

Events of the Great War (1923) had on both Hemingway’s research and narrative of the retreat. 

Furthermore, Roos argues that Tolstoy’s War and Peace as well as Stephen Crane’s The Red 

Badge of Courage directly influenced Hemingway’s portrayal of battlefield chaos (10). Scholars 

have long applauded the granular detail and accuracy with which A Farewell narrates the 

Caporetto retreat, though Hemingway’s verisimilitude stems from disciplined research rather 

than personal experience.  

Like One of Ours, A Farewell sold well and received praise upon publication, but it did 

not meet the same accusations of fallaciousness. The novel debuted at number three in the list of 

the best-selling fiction books about war, reached number two at its height, and spent a total of 20 

weeks on the best-seller list (Lamay-Licursi, 96). Critical reception was overwhelmingly 

positive. Fanny Butcher of the Chicago Daily Tribune glowingly approved of the novel’s 

depiction of war and love, writing that A Farewell “is brutal, it is terrific, it is awesome, it is 

coarse, it is vulgar, it is beautiful” (“Here is Genius, Critic Declares of Hemingway”). Dorothy 

Parker of the New Yorker fawned over Hemingway and inflated his war experience without 

objection from the author. She claimed that Hemingway fought in the Italian army and received 

combat metals (Donaldson 470). Other sources proclaimed even more misleading stories about 

the author, suggesting that he fought with the Italian special forces group, the “Arditi,” a claim 

that Hemingway made little attempt to deny (Lamay-Licursi, 99). Rather than highlighting his 
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lack of experience on the battlefield, as critics did with Cather, reviewers assumed the novel 

realistically depicted battle and that the author had the authority to write about war. While One of 

Ours slipped into relative obscurity for decades following its publication, A Farewell became the 

canonized American World War I novel. By 1965, it had sold 1,842,000 copies, making it one of 

the best-selling novels of all time (Lamay-Licursi, 97).  

What explains the different critical reception of One of Ours and A Farewell to Arms? 

Surely, sexism played a significant role. Hemingway’s reference to Cather as a “poor woman” 

stings with sexist animosity, and scholars of World War I literature need look no further than the 

combatant-poet Siegfried Sassoon’s sardonic sonnet “Glory of Women” to find that combatants 

often figured women as stand-ins for home front patriotism that fueled the war effort. Critical 

reception of A Farewell to Arms and One of Ours turned mainly on the concept of realism as it 

was defined at the time by an elite literary community, which demanded brutal depictions of 

battlefield suffering and the subsequent psychological disenchantment of the combatant. 

Contemporary critics also perceived the author’s authority to write about war based on his or her 

personal experience. After all, Hemingway had been, albeit for a short time, on a battlefield and 

had been wounded by artillery and direct fire, an experience that Cather lacked.  

We can problematize the explanation that authority derives from battlefield experience by 

examining two additional authors who fought in the same army: Erich Maria Remarque and 

Ernst Jünger. Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front (1928) was, and still is, a sensationally 

successful depiction of World War I. All Quiet sold 10,000 advance copies and, after publication, 

frequently saw the sale of around 20,000 copies a day. Within six months, the novel sold 640,000 

copies in Germany alone. After a year, All Quiet was translated into twenty languages, becoming 

an international best-seller (Eksteins 276). A recent Netflix adaptation of the novel markets the 
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story as a “literary masterpiece that showed the true face of the First World War” (Netflix). Its 

interpretive conclusions mirror Hemingway’s. The suffering endured in the war served no 

greater purpose and only those who suffer can speak to the reality of warfare. Remarque spent 

comparatively little time in the war. He arrived in Flanders in June 1917 and was seriously 

wounded on July 31, 1917, generously giving him about two months at the front (Eksteins, 278).  

Ernst Jünger’s memoir, whose title you’ll likely not see on a high-school English 

syllabus, Storm of Steel (1920) parallels Willa Cather’s novel in its conclusions. Jünger writes 

that “what a beautiful country [Germany] was and eminently worth our blood and our lives” 

(33). Jünger volunteered for service in the German Army in 1914 and fought for nearly the entire 

duration of the war. He received the Iron Cross First Class (Storm of Steel, 119), the Pour le 

Mérite (289), and claims he was seriously wounded fourteen times (188). I don’t seek to belittle 

the experience of either Hemingway or Remarque, but rather to problematize the notion that the 

authority to write a war novel or memoir rests upon battlefield experience. If such experience 

were a criterion, Ernst Jünger would be far better known than Erich Maria Remarque.  

Rather than being defined by verisimilitude or exactness in representing experience, 

realism instead connoted an ideological and moral interpretation of the war. Like the convention 

that war poetry is always anti-war poetry, the verse and prose privileged in the literary aftermath 

of World War I had both a rhetorical and didactic purpose. Canonized works were meant to 

educate a public ignorant of the perils of war by highlighting the ceaseless suffering of 

combatants. Suffering was the foundation of the authority to speak and write. There was no end 

state that made the suffering worthwhile and therefore justified war in the future. The final stanza 

of Wilfred Owen’s iconic poem, “Dulce et decorum est,” exemplifies the post-war rhetorical 

situation: 



10 
 

If in some smothering dreams, you too could pace 

Behind the wagon that we flung him in, 

And watch the white eyes writhing in his face, 

His hanging face, like a devil’s sick of sin, 

If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood 

Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs 

Bitten as the cud 

Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues,— 

My friend, you would not tell with such high zest 

To children ardent for some desperate glory, 

The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est 

Pro patria mori (Poems 15) 

The difference between “you” and “we” in the poem is striking. While “you” refers to the poet 

Jessie Pope, whom Wilfred Owen accused of poisoning young minds with jingoistic tales of 

battlefield heroism, we can also justifiably interpret “you” as any inexperienced civilian 

attempting to write about the war. “We,” on the other hand, have suffered, have seen the brutal 

realities of war, and are able to give moral instruction to an ignorant public. “We” have suffered 

and have the authority to speak. “You” do not.  

 The dissertation’s claims are many. Foremost among them is that the literary aftermath of 

World War I generally emphasized suffering as experiential knowledge that served as an 

authority to write about the war. Because sufferers were figured as being in the position to give 

moral instruction, the experience of suffering was figured as knowledge-producing and even 

revelatory. By revelatory, I mean knowledge that is not learned but experienced in one’s flesh. 
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Hearing “at every jolt the blood / Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs” was the 

experience that separated the ignorant from the knowing and the audience from the author. 

Suffering became a way of knowing, the “true face of war,” as Netflix markets All Quiet . I call 

this the epistemology of pain. Scholarship and critical engagement with World War I works 

have, as James Campbell points out in “Combat Gnosticism,” generally reinforced this 

epistemological view in the eleven decades after the war’s conclusion. In fact, I argue in Chapter 

4 that the author of the acclaimed study of World War I experience, The Great War and Modern 

Memory (1975), Paul Fussell, has been as influential as the trench poets in propagating and 

popularizing the epistemology of pain. 

 The post-war emphasis on suffering as an authority and an epistemology marks a 

historical moment of reorientation, if not invention. Suffering has always been included in 

depictions of soldierly experience. The endurance of suffering has, in the Western canon’s 

foundational works, been one in a constellation of celebrated martial virtues. W.B. Stanford 

argued long ago that we ought to translate Odysseus’s name as “the man doomed to odium,” 

(212) for throughout The Odyssey, he “suffered from an unusual degree of hatred or anger” from 

both god and men (211, Stanford’s emphasis). The ability to suffer was one of Odysseus’ many 

celebrated talents. Surely his quick wit, his ability to deceive, and the victories he enabled rank 

among the poem’s most prominent themes. Achilles, the exemplar of a warrior, suffers greatly 

throughout The Iliad. While the poem includes suffering as a fundamental experience in 

Achilles’ journey, it does not overshadow his rage or skill on the battlefield. In the aftermath of 

World War I, however, suffering became the most prominent and scrutinized martial virtue to 

factor into literary success. This historical, literary, and conceptual reorientation has many 

influences. Among them, of course, is the rapid technological advancements that preceded the 
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war, which favored defensive warfare at least on the Western Front. Stuck in a defensive posture, 

the soldier became less an active agent of killing and more a victim of faceless death, often in the 

form of indiscriminate machine-gun fire and artillery. Moreover, as I argue here, World War I’s 

historical convergence with modernism privileged suffering above all other martial virtues and 

figured pain as a way of knowing the world and oneself.  

 The relationship between authors of World War I, especially combatant authors, and the 

artistic experimentation that characterizes modernism is fraught and somewhat underdefined. 

First, I define modernism here as both an epoch—from around 1890 to the Second World War—

and an intellectual, artistic sensibility. While many scholars provide their own definitions, I find 

Modris Eksteins’ description of modernists as “artists and writers who promoted experimental 

techniques in their work and urged rebellion against established academies” (Rites of Spring, xv) 

most useful to my understanding. Eksteins emphasizes both the experimental and the reactionary 

qualities of modernism, reinforcing Astradur Eysteinsson’s characterization that modernism is 

“the rage against prevalent traditions” (8). Artistic movements like the Dadaists, the Surrealists, 

and the futurists, which bent reality against verisimilitude and toward an abstract understanding 

of the real, accompanied writers like Ezra Pound, T.S. Eliot, and D.H. Lawrence, each of whom 

experimented with verse and prose against the prevailing attitudes of the era that preceded them. 

Yet the most well-known combatant writers of World War I, especially the so-called “trench 

poets,” were not generally experimentalists or formally innovative. Indeed, Paul Fussell calls 

combatant authors like Siegfried Sassoon, Robert Graves, and Wilfred Owen “lesser talents—

always more traditional and technically prudent” (The Great War 340). Even if many of the 

trench poets were conservative as formalists, they did share the sensibility that Michael 

Levenson uses to describe modernism: “the loss of faith; the groundlessness of value, the 
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violence of war, and a nameless, faceless anxiety” (5). For combatant authors of World War I, 

the division between old and new, traditional and modern, lay in the moral and intellectual 

interpretations of the war experience.  

Scholars group World War I literature, like the war itself, into two entrenched and 

dichotomous camps. My first chapter focuses on one camp called by various names: 

disenchanted, disillusioned, pacifist. The other camp of World War I’s memory, the primary 

focus of my second chapter, is variously named as fascist, nationalist, patriotic, or vaguely 

“traditional.” As the philosopher Joshua Lehman points out, Wilfred Owen’s “Dulce et Decorum 

Est” categorizes the disenchanted camp as the “new” or “modern” reaction to war, while the 

patriotic works function to remind us of the “old” way of interpreting the experience of war.2 

Reducing Horace to a strawman, Owen’s poem reductively ironizes its original as the 

“traditional” and patriotic way of interpreting war and sacrificing one’s life—“the old lie” —as 

anything but sweet and fitting. Lehman points out that Owen’s “new way is cynical and bitterly 

ironic” while the old way suggests that the suffering endured in war “is about the worth of the 

patria and the soldier’s honor is a recognition of that worth” (1).  

 The dichotomy between old and new ways of interpreting war experience has largely 

shaped the field of World War I and Modernism. The field’s two most influential scholars, Paul 

Fussell and Jay Winter, self-sort into these categories. In The Great War, Fussell suggests that 

the war was “more ironic than any before or since” (8), while Winter claims, in Sites of Memory, 

Sites of Mourning (1995), that “traditional modes of seeing the war, while at times less 

challenging intellectually or philosophically, provided a way of remembering which enabled the 

bereaved to live with their losses, and perhaps leave them behind” (5). In Fussell’s telling, the 

 
2 See Lehman’s review of Quagmire: Personal Stories from Iraq and Afghanistan.  
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irony of World War I demanded uniquely new modes of expression and memory. The 

disenchanted mindset resulted from realizing that every inherited paradigm of understanding 

failed to justify the war and explain the war experience. The bourgeois sensibilities of Victorian 

and Edwardian England, religion, chivalry, and honor all failed to meet the modern reality of 

World War I. In Winter’s telling, combatants and civilians relied on so-called traditional motifs 

to understand their experience in retrospect. Europe underwent near-universal mourning during 

and after the war. The European population, according to Winter, required familiar and 

meaningful traditions to give meaning to that loss and heal from their pain. While many other 

scholars, notably Modris Eksteins and Vincent Sherry,3 have expanded the scope of inquiry in 

how World War I affected post-war expression and memory, the dichotomous nature of the field 

remains staunchly entrenched along the disenchanted and patriotic fronts.  

 Studies of World War I literary reception and anthologizing efforts divide works into 

these categories as well. In Survivors of a Kind (2008), Brian Bond employs such chapter titles 

as “Rebutting disenchantment,” “Fire-eaters,” 4 and “Protests against the war,” while Ian Andrew 

Isherwood distinguishes between the “disenchanted” and the “patriotic” in Remembering the 

Great War (46). Necessarily categorizing different genres of war literature, Isherwood dedicates 

a full chapter to “war experiences: suffering” and another to “war experiences: heroism.” In 

Remembering World War I in America, Kimberly Lamay Licursi writes that “public discourse 

about the war [in America] never congealed into a consensus view…Instead, memory of the war 

concentrated around two poles of thought, one that patriotically supported participation in the 

war and another that questioned the purpose of any war and lamented the ‘lost generation’ that 

emerged from the conflict” (xv). She further claims that “much of what was written on the war 

 
3 See The Great Wat and the Language of Modernism (2003). 
4 A term which Brian Bond defines as “one who is fond of fighting or who seeks occasion to fight” (45), 
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can be broken down along two poles of thought—patriotism and adventure versus a slaughter of 

innocents” (89). The interpretive potential of World War I narratives remains limited to two 

primary conclusions.  

Some recent scholars, notably military veterans Phil Klay and Roy Scranton, have 

questioned the canonized status of disenchanted writers. In “False Witness: On Writing about 

War,” (2022) Klay critiques that moral authority upon which Wilfred Owen wrote his anti-war 

poetry, and the general attitude that all poetry must also be anti-war poetry. Among Klay’s most 

powerful criticisms is his question: “Who the hell is Wilfred Owen speaking for?” (5). Klay 

criticizes Owen by asking if all of Owen’s compatriots “want to be spoken for, and even if they 

did, would it really be their suffering they wanted pleaded on their behalf?” (5). In Owen’s verse, 

according to Klay, soldiers are reduced to the archetype of sufferers incapable of a diverse array 

emotions or attitudes. Klay accuses Owen of sacrificing the soldier’s complexity and humanity at 

the altar of a “truthy moralism” (19). Hence, Klay argues that there are more interpretations 

available to creative combatant-writers than disenchantment, including the possibility of finding 

heroism and even beauty in their war experience. In Total Mobilization: World War II and 

American Literature (2019), army veteran Roy Scranton complicates what he calls the common 

convention that “the true story of war is a story of trauma” (1). In the aftermath of the Second 

World War, Scranton claims that stories depicting what he deems “the trauma hero” (3) were 

granted a privileged position because they effectively recentered the target of pity from the 

people whom soldiers killed to the soldiers themselves (7), resulting in the erasure of enemy 

combatants and the deaths of innocent civilians. Scranton’s claim is that the trauma hero 

reconciled the “competing belief systems with competing myths and rituals” of nationalism and 

capitalism in mid-century America (12).  
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While these recent scholarship productive questions the canonization of the disenchanted 

camp of war writers, my contribution lies in showing that narratives dedicated to depicting the 

ceaseless suffering and meaningless slaughter of the war share with so-called “patriotic” works 

the reliance on suffering as a transformative and revelatory experience. If a difference exists 

between the fire-eaters and the disenchanted, it is that the fire-eaters overtly detail what the 

disenchanted sometimes only imply: Suffering and pain divide the knowledgeable from the 

ignorant. Pain, for the likes of Ernst Jünger, acts as a spiritual transformation and rite of passage 

into an elite group of the knowledgeable. In my second chapter, I call this group of writers the 

“priests of pain.” Against conventional understanding, these “priests of pain” do not employ an 

old or traditional way of interpreting the suffering that accompanies the World War I experience. 

More overtly than the disenchanted, fire-eaters rely on the philosophical foundations of 

Modernism to make sense of battlefield experience. World War I’s convergence with Modernism 

undoubtedly emphasized personal suffering because the era’s most prominent philosophical and 

psychological ideas, as well as the literary market, enabled new ways of understanding and 

representing experience in writing.  

The first half of the twentieth century saw an inexorable market shift toward the depiction 

of life from idealized political or military leaders to ordinary citizens. As Lawrence Rainey 

points out in “The Cultural Economy of Modernism,” the literary market evolved dramatically in 

the preceding century: “literary patronage gradually vanished in the eighteenth century owing to 

changes in copyright laws, the spread of literacy, and the steady emergence of a popular market” 

(60). The market for memoirs, especially those detailing experiences of war from front-line 

soldiers, was ready for widespread consumption by the end of the war in 1918. This public 

demand for front-line memoirs was, of course, created by the newly realized, widespread literacy 
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among frontline soldiers, a quality unseen in previous centuries. John Keegan reminds us in The 

Face of Battle that it was “not until the First World War that we hear the voice of the common 

man” (31). Yuval Noah Harari, a scholar of military memoirs, writes that “though senior 

commands… still wrote their memoirs, by [the end of World War I] the public visibility and 

influence of these texts had decreased… In contrast, the public visibility and influence of junior-

rank memoirs had soared” (“Military Memoirs,” 302). Eventually, the renderings of junior-rank 

soldiers held more sway than those of their high-ranking counterparts. Harari claims that “by the 

1960s the mud-and-blood narrative of memoirists such as Erich Maria Remarque and Robert 

Graves became the mainstream public narrative of the war” (302). The era saw demand for what 

was considered realistic depictions of war experience from soldiers fighting on the frontlines, 

rather than official histories or the more curated depictions from senior leadership. Detailing the 

suffering endured in the war created a sense of realism, unlike the memoirs of senior leadership 

which reflected Victorian-era self-hagiography.  

Moreover, the genre of memoir and, more broadly life writing, changed significantly 

from the late Victorian era to the beginning of the twentieth century, emphasizing personal 

struggle and desire against the idealization of celebrity. In his 2007 overview of the history of 

biography, Biography: A Brief History, Nigel Hamilton calls the Victorian biography and 

autobiography “pseudobiography,” claiming that after “the demise of Romanticism… the 

portrayal of real (rather than fictional) lives inexorably reverted in the 1840s, to the portraiture of 

exclusively stalwart, worthy people: renewed encomia, for didactic Victorian purposes” (111). 

Hamilton argues that the imperial expansion of Victorian England, alongside evangelical 

Christianity, necessitated “a new nationalist spirit… which viewed empire not as exploitation of 

others but as an opportunity for missionary, viceless zeal” (111). The way to engender such 
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faithful zeal within the populace was for the lives and experiences of Victorian leaders to be 

rendered flawlessly on the page. By the early twentieth century, both the attitudes toward 

memoir’s depiction of experience and the literary market driving life-writing production changed 

to favor a flawed and fallible depiction of life. Like so much of twentieth- century thought, 

Sigmund Freud’s burgeoning philosophy of psychoanalysis played a significant role in 

influencing attitudes toward life-writing. Hamilton writes that “Freud resolved to bring the walls 

of biography’s Jericho tumbling down with his new psychoanalytic trumpet” to emphasize, as 

prominent 19th century fiction writers had already done, the “psychological riddle” of humanity 

(135). In 1910, Freud published a salacious psychoanalytic biography of Leonardo da Vinci 

entitled Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of his Childhood, suggesting that repressed sexual 

desires inform da Vinci’s life and work (137). Beyond taboo, Freud’s biography of da Vinci and, 

more broadly, the practice of psychoanalysis reacted to the pseudobiography of the Victorian Era 

by suggesting that repressed desire and struggle lay under the veil of encomia. Edmund Gosse 

infamously published Father and Son: A Study of Two Temperaments in 1907, which Hamilton 

claims resulted in “psychological patricide” (143) against his father. Lytton Strachey published 

his sardonic criticism of British leaders, Eminent Victorians in 1918, and Robert Graves issued 

his thoroughly ironic depiction of life experience in World War I, Good-bye to All That, in 1928. 

The early twentieth century saw the artistic sensibilities of life writing favor flaws over 

infallibility and suggested that realism lay mysteriously under the veil of social acceptability.  

My first chapter, “A Trench Education: Modernism and World War I’s Epistemological 

Landscape,” details such depictions of realism in World War I from junior participants, notably 

Ernest Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms (1929) and Edmund Blunden’s Undertones of War 

(1928). This chapter emphasizes what Blunden calls “The Trench Education,” a transformative 
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journey from inexperience to disenchantment, engendered by suffering at the front. Both 

Hemingway and Blunden employ pastoralism to mark psychological transformation, changing 

bucolic scenes of beauty to devastated environments to signal a parallel psychological 

conversion. Emblematizing a larger historical shift from Victorianism to Modernism, 

Hemingway and Blunden create pastoral tragedy to distinguish those who know the realities of 

warfare from those who do not. Unlike previous eras of martial memoirs, enlightenment follows 

the endurance of suffering and knowing individual, psychological defeat on the battlefield. 

Disenchanted writers gained the most cultural traction after the war because they became the 

most anthologized authors in the post-war literary environment. The epistemology of pain that 

Hemingway and Blunden present, therefore, became the dominant way of knowing the war, 

excluding other voices with different affective responses to the conflict.   

It was the sufferer’s memoir that cast aside the veil of social acceptability and civilized 

veneer by detailing the gruesome and violent living conditions, enabling claims to revelatory 

wisdom. It was as though the harsh experiences of the war unlocked a collective id of front-line 

combatants. Early movements within modernism highlighted the need to return to a more 

primitive existence to reach a heightened state of authenticity and vitality. My second chapter, 

“Priest of Pain: Ernst Jünger, Primitivism, and Transcendent Suffering in World War I” focuses 

on the autobiographical work of German combatant Ernst Jünger, a staunch militarist, to 

demonstrate how the psychological and artistic discourse of returning to primitivity influenced 

and intersected with Jünger’s recollection of the World War I battlefield. Jünger’s description of 

the psychological impacts of battlefield resemble the atavistic impulses in Stravinsky’s ballet 

Rites of Spring (1913) and in Oswald Spengler’s influential Decline of the West (1918). 
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Ultimately, Jünger considers the suffering he endured in the war as a liberation from civilization, 

unlocking the full artistic potential of primitivity.  

My third chapter, “Beyond Entrenchment,” offers readings of Willa Cather’s One of Ours 

(1922) and Edith Wharton’s A Son at the Front (1923). Similarly to Jünger’s recollection of the 

war, One of Ours situates suffering on the battlefield as a liberation from provincial living and 

modern society. The novel underscores the war’s influence in creating new ways to formulate 

identity toward national and even transnational communities while rejecting previous identity 

formations like Christianity and provincialism. Claude effectively escapes the mundanity and 

disappointment of modern farming by entering the camaraderie-filled, yet austere environment of 

the battlefield.  A Son at the Front details the experience of two parents whose son fights at the 

front in the beginning of the war. Told from the perspective of an estranged father and artist, A 

Son portrays artistic liberation through bereavement and mourning. Both novels, but especially A 

Son, extend the suffering experience beyond the front lines into homes and the domestic sphere. 

Commonly unseen in anthologies of World War I works, Cather and Wharton emphasize the 

transformative potential of bereavement, and how World War I ushered in new methods of 

identify formation and the decaying of others.  

My final chapter, “Criticism of Witness,” focuses on Paul Fussell’s body of war 

scholarship, including his influential work The Great War and Modern Memory (1975) and his 

scholarship on the Second World War.  I emphasize what I consider the ironic legacy of the 

World War I canon and its accompanying scholarship. By using the experience of intense 

suffering as a way to promote an anti-war ideology, disenchanted writers and Paul Fussell had 

the ironic effect of glorifying suffering. In other words, Fussell’s method for satirizing the First 

and Second World Wars has had the consequence, unintended or not, of promoting suffering as 
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an foundation from which to speak and silence those voices without the requisite, brutalizing 

experience of combat. I argue that Fussell’s influence in the field of war literature has created an 

insular and anti-intellectual discourse, in which intellectualism and abstraction have no place 

alongside the “sheer, vulgar experience” (“Thank God for the Atom Bomb”) that Fussell uses to 

substantiate his arguments about the memory and culture of war. I conclude that Fussell’s work 

is not so much a critical analysis of war culture and literature but instead an implicit 

autobiography and should be read as such.  

Before continuing, I will define some key terms and clarify the parameters of my study. 

The first term—suffering—signifies any experience deemed as a hardship by the enduring 

subject. Most often, this takes the form of physical pain and deprivation, as well as proximity to 

violence and death experienced by the combatant. My second chapter, “Beyond Entrenchment,” 

expands suffering to include the pain of bereavement highlighted in Edith Wharton’s Son at the 

Front. Affective responses to suffering differ widely, as can be seen in each chapter of this 

dissertation. While Hemingway and Blunden present suffering as primarily destructive, yet 

knowledge producing, Ernst Jünger finds liberation in pain and presents suffering as a necessary 

path to enlightenment. Wharton and Cather also figure suffering as liberatory, but without the 

celebration of militarism that Jünger promotes. Finally, Paul Fussell wields the experience of 

suffering as a weapon against scholarly interlocutors in his long-endured battle against 

academics and so-called “euphemizers” of war.  

This dissertation analyzes memoirs from different nationalities and languages, engaging 

necessarily in translation given the linguistic limits of its author. While scholarship of World 

War I works and the works of modernism are routinely organized by nation and language, I favor 

categorizing works by their affective similarities. For example, I see far greater similarities 
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between Erich Maria Remarque, a German, and Wilfred Owen, a Briton, than I do between 

Remarque and his fellow German Ernst Jünger. By organizing memoirs according to their 

affective responses to the war, I emphasize individual meaning attributed to the conflict as 

opposed to specific national sentiments, analyzing both the winning and losing sides of the war. 

The scope of memoirs and texts I include is necessarily limited, as are the geographical 

representations of World War I. My dissertation favors close readings of a limited number of 

texts that emblematize different affective responses of the conflict rather than making claims for 

a vast number of  works. Primarily, I include representations of the Western Front and, with the 

inclusion of Hemingway, the Italian Front. Not included are depictions of the Eastern Front of 

the war, any French or Russian voices, or any works from colonized populations fighting under 

colonial flags. While women writers play a significant role in my project most prominently in 

Chapter Three, the voices of African American combatants are not included here but are 

elsewhere.5 These omissions have allowed me to emphasize what I consider emblematic voices 

that represent disenchanted or patriotic affective responses to the war and to focus on publication 

and anthologizing history of World War I works. So, I necessarily engage with those works most 

prominently marketed and embedded in the collective memory of the war.  

The legacy of World War I’s literary aftermath still influences martial culture 

significantly. I first became interested in suffering as knowing, or the epistemology of pain, in 

my own army career. A young and impressionable cadet at West Point, I idolized those active-

duty faculty members who wore the coveted Ranger tab on their left shoulders. The Ranger tab 

signals that one has passed the Army’s arduous Ranger “school,” an experience of at least sixty-

 
5 See “Sites of Laughter, Sites of Pain: Sula in Modern Memory.” War, Literature, and the Arts, vol 34, December 
2022.  
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one days6 in which “students” go through three phases of small-unit infantry patrolling in 

relatively flat woodlands, then mountains, and finally in the swamps of Florida. The fact that the 

army called the Ranger training “school” and its occupants “students” intrigued me. For every 

time I or one of my classmates asked an instructor what they had learned from the school, the 

near-universal answer was: “I learned about myself.” Why? Because of extreme suffering. The 

Modern War Institute at West Point claims that most ranger students consume about 2,500 

calories of food a day when in the field, while burning multiple times that amount through the 

physical exertion of traveling 15-20 hours with a 50-to-80-pound rucksack. Ranger students 

sleep anywhere between zero to two hours a night for ten to twelve days at a time (Spencer). The 

result is an emaciated, zombie-like “student.”  

Now teaching literature at West Point, I have a larger aperture to view the most 

celebrated military virtues in its culture, which, I believe, are most clearly communicated in the 

dreams and ambitions of its youth. After devoting 60 to 65 minutes of our class time to analyzing 

a single poem, my first-year students are noticeably exhausted. I usually ask them if they have 

any questions before we end, expecting a last-minute interpretative clarification, or an 

administrative inquiry. When is our next class? When is the assignment due? But without fail, 

one question always arises each semester, in every classroom: “Sir, how was Ranger School?” 

and, for a few moments, I indulge them and myself. I tell them about walking through the night 

asleep, but somehow still moving. I recall hallucinations I frequently had and how I spent over 

10 minutes engaged in a thoughtful conversation with a bush that I was sure was a member of 

my squad. These are the stories my students want to hear and, if I’m honest, the stories I want to 

tell. In fact, none of my students have ever inquired into the tactics I learned. Instead, they ask 

 
6 Often, Ranger students can be in the school for much, much longer. Being at Ranger school for much longer than 
the minimum requirement is an experience which I, unfortunately, am intimately familiar.  
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about the suffering: how was it not sleeping for days? How was the lack of food? Was it hard? 

Admirers are not invested in the educational value of the school but in the suffering caused and 

endured.  

The admiration of suffering in Ranger School extends beyond the classroom and into the 

ranks of the Army. For example, Army uniforms convey the service member’s professional 

resume, displaying awards and military education in the form of badges and tabs. Clothing-as-

resume enables one’s audience to immediately know one’s qualifications when first meeting 

them. Besides one’s rank, which is worn on the center of the chest, the left shoulder is always the 

first place for eyes to wander. Walking into a room with a ranger tab displayed engenders 

immediate respect. It signifies to your audience: I have suffered, and I know. 

To a military audience, the formulation that suffering is revelatory is so ubiquitous that it 

is taken as a mere fact of life. The authors so influential in U.S. military culture and imagination 

professes the ideology, knowingly or not. David Goggins, a Navy SEAL and author of Can’t 

Hurt Me: Master Your Mind and Defy the Odds, asks his reader: “do you know who you really 

are and what you’re capable of?” (11). Goggins details his method for achieving self-

actualization: “I sought out pain, fell in love with suffering, and eventually transformed myself 

from the weakest piece of shit on the planet into the hardest man God ever created, or so I tell 

myself” (12). Another Navy SEAL, Richard Marcinko, tells us in Rogue Warrior that his 

training was “a masochist’s dream” in which he experienced “sixteen glorious weeks of torture, 

madness, and mayhem” (37). Marcus Luttrell details in his bestselling memoir Lone Survivor the 

transcendental nature of his training by claiming that the SEAL possesses a “higher form of 

consciousness,” that Luttrell believes creates a distinction between the knowledgeable and the 

ignorant. He relates: 



25 
 

I do not mean [a higher form of consciousness] to be pretentious. It’s been said that only 

the very rich understand the difference between themselves and the poor, and only the 

truly brilliant understand the difference between themselves and the relatively dumb. 

Well, only men who have gone through what we went through can understand the 

difference between us and the rest. (75-76) 

Luttrell’s remarks not only support the ideology that suffering reveals a self-knowledge, like an 

inward journey paved by pain into a transcendental awareness, but that those who have not 

endured similar suffering are to remain forever ignorant of themselves and the world around 

them. What stratifies societal status in Luttrell’s telling is not wealth or even brilliance, but only 

the knowledge gained through severe suffering. Because of the ranger tab I wear on my left 

shoulder, my students assume that I have a similar knowledge of myself and the world.  

 I began this dissertation by attempting to understand how the military culture came to 

view suffering as an inward revelatory journey and why those who have suffered gain such a 

special status in its community. I sought to understand why suffering serves to differentiate the 

knowledgeable from the ignorant, thus stratifying the divide between the military and civilian 

communities based primarily on the perception, inaccurate in many cases, among many military 

authors that civilian communities have suffered less than they. Ultimately, I ask why the 

experience of suffering has become glorified in depictions of military experience and used as the 

authority to speak and write about warfare. The conclusion at which I arrive is that the literary 

aftermath of World War I has played a significant role in cementing the epistemology of pain so 

prevalent in the military imagination today. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

A Trench Education: Modernism and World War I’s Epistemological Landscape 

 

 After becoming the first official British artist of World War I in 1916, Muirhead Bone 

etched the now famous drawing The Battle of the Somme (1917-1918). Bone situated the sketch's 

perspective on a hilltop overlooking the battle, with billows of white smoke and leafless trees 

decorating its background. Noticeably absent is any vegetation atop the ground and the viewer 

sees some living bodies wandering on the hill, aimless. In his essay, “The Death of Landscape,” 

Samuel Hynes emphasizes the Victorian influences of Bone’s work: “This is war-as-landscape, 

in the most traditional of landscape forms, the hilltop vista” (179). The seated artist, Hynes 

reminds us, is “a romantic convention,” in that “he confirms that what [the audience is] 

observing is worth looking at, and that the right relation to it is a viewing relation: that’s what 

landscapes are for. It is a drawing that has everything to do with landscape, and nothing really to 

do with the war being fought there” (179). Hynes claims that the picture sold well in England 

because, by employing familiar techniques of landscape, it “made the war familiar” (179) to 

civilians at home. However, it did poorly in France, Hynes suggests, because soldiers with 

experience in the war knew that traditional modes of landscape could not encompass the 

brutalizing reality of the front. Veterans demanded “a radically defamiliarized landscape, 

absolutely unlike England or any other landscape on earth.” Bone’s main problem, according to 

Hynes, was his lack of experience in the war, for “Bone had come straight from civilian life to 

his role as the first official war artists” (181).  

 The British government soon employed younger artists with combat experience to depict 

the war. Included among them were Paul and John Nash, Wyndham Lewis, William Roberts, and 
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Stanley Spencer. Because they were young, Hynes claims they were likely influenced by the 

burgeoning avant-garde movements of modernism whose aesthetics sought to move “away from 

literal representation and toward distortion and fragmentation of reality” (182). These artists 

depicted the battlefields with “the fragmenting, mechanistic, reality-distorting vision of 

modernism” to horrific effect. In Wyndham Lewis’ A Battery Shelled (1919), the viewer looks 

down upon an irrational, crater-filled environment with human bodies contorted like mangled 

steel, wrenched in pain. Hynes concludes that the drawing’s formal innovations, influenced by 

the vorticist and futurist movement’s celebration of the destructive force of machinery, captured 

the reality of the war. He writes that “a modernist method that before the war had seemed violent 

and distorting was seen to be realistic on the Western Front. Modernism had not changed; but 

reality had” (183). The young, combat-experienced artists knew how to depict the reality of war 

because they had “two kinds of knowledge in their heads: knowledge of war and the 

fragmenting, mechanistic, reality-distorting vision of modernism” (182).  

 This new way of depicting both war and landscape7 is not merely aesthetic, it is also 

moral, psychological, and epistemological. Alongside a familiarized landscape, Hynes claims 

that artists and veterans demanded that depictions of the front also be a “moral landscape, a new 

allegory of the evil, the horror, and the ugliness of war” (181). By comparing the biographies of 

the older, inexperienced Bone with the young, experienced modernists, Hynes implies a 

knowledge differential between the combatant and the civilian in both expertise of reality and 

artistic ability. It was the task of the combatant artist to bring the reality, the ugly, immoral truth, 

to an older yet ignorant civilian population. In a letter to his wife, Paul Nash wrote: “I am a 

messenger who will bring back word from the men who are fighting to those who want the war 

 
7 Or “anti-landscape” as Hynes calls it (184).  
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to go on forever. Feeble, inarticulate, will be my message, but it will have a bitter truth, and may 

it burn their lousy souls” (quoted in Hynes, 184-185). The combatant thus reaches a higher moral 

and epistemological plane than the civilian, whose “lousy souls” he attempts to educate with 

defamiliarized, destroyed, horrific landscapes of war.  

 By being in the position of knowing, and of producing didactic works meant to morally 

instruct an unknowing audience, the modernist combatants and Hynes imply that suffering the 

horrific effects of World War I produced knowledge unobtainable through mere observation, or 

indeed any other means beside direct, fleshy experience. In The Ultimate Experience, Yuval 

Noah Harari categorizes this difference as eyewitness versus “flesh-witness.” While 

eyewitnesses, like Muirhead Bone, can see the Battle of the Somme firsthand, they nonetheless 

cannot understand it because, as flesh-witnesses like the Nash brothers and Lewis claim, “it is 

impossible to describe,” and “those who were not there cannot understand it” (Harari 7). 

Alongside direct experience, the young modernists claimed a revelatory understanding: an 

experiential knowledge of the conflict. Thus, the endurance of pain and suffering becomes an 

epistemology, a way of knowing reality, which those who have not suffered can never attain. 

 So prevalent is the notion that combat unveils revelatory knowledge that it is now 

something of a cliché. The aphorism wasn’t always considered inherently true. Harari, a historian 

specializing in military memoirs from both the classical and modern eras, writes that “from the 

late Middle Ages to the early eighteenth century, Western combatants interpretated war in either 

of two ways: war was an instrument to some greater end (personal or collective), or it was an 

honorable way of life, worthy in and of itself” (The Ultimate Experience, 299). It was in the long 

Romantic Period, from about 1740 to 1865, that combatants saw war as a revelatory experience 

due to the “culture of sensibility” within Romanticism. The Romantic era’s emphasis on 
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sensuousness, according to Harari, resulted in a culturally constructed interpretation of battle in 

which physical sensation yielded enlightenment. Since physical sensation is heightened during 

armed conflict, Harari argues that combatants during the Romantic period saw warfare as the 

“ultimate experience” enabling new and revelatory knowledge (299).  

 While viewing combat and suffering as revelation-producing experiences is not new to 

World War I, the primary argument of this dissertation is that the role that suffering plays in 

producing esoteric knowledge comes to the forefront of martial virtues. We see this most clearly 

in the didactic works of so-called disenchanted writers, who rely on suffering as both an 

authority and a source of revelatory knowledge. While usually divorced from formal innovations 

of modernism, combatant-authors employed modernist techniques, including the subversion of 

the pastoral form, to mark the psychological transformation endured in war, which is 

subsequently used as an authority to create didactic works posing as realistic depictions of the 

conflict. This chapter highlights the autobiographical works of three depictions of the war, 

Edmund Blunden’s Undertones of War (1928) and Ernest Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises 

(1926) and A Farewell to Arms (1929) to emphasize the defamiliarized, moral landscape that 

engenders revelatory knowledge and underscores their work’s inclusion of the epistemology of 

pain. In both authors’ works, the defamiliarized landscape connotes not only war’s destructive 

inevitabilities but a psychological transformation from inexperience and naivety to experience, 

disenchantment, and the acquisition of knowledge.  

 Scholarship about modernism has long pointed to the period's destructiveness and 

defamiliarization. Given the era’s unprecedented technological advancements, scholars 

commonly conceptualize the turn of the nineteenth century as a period of environmental 

degradation and modernism as a reaction to it. For example, Stephen Kern’s The Culture of Time 
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and Space (1983), which examines how the rapid technological developments of the late 

nineteenth century and early twentieth century changed perspectives of time and space, 

conceives of technological growth as antithetical to the natural environment. Marshall Berman’s 

All That is Solid Melts into Air (1982) categorizes modernism by the difference between creation 

and destruction and suggests that the modern world, with its devotion to progress and unceasing 

creation, poses a “counter-pastoral” environment. This “counter-pastoral” denies restful, 

meditative conditions associated with the pastoral tradition, a state that, Berman suggests, 

resistant artists like Baudelaire attempt to transcend and inoculate themselves against through the 

spiritual growth of pastoral art (138). Moreover, Modris Eksteins’ Rites of Spring: The Great 

War and the Birth of the Modern Age (1989) details how the modernist avant-garde reacted to 

what they considered the decadence of modern, technological society through an atavistic desire 

to return to a state of nature and primitivity. More recent scholars have viewed modernism 

through an ecocritical lens to understand its relationship with the landscape. In The Ecology of 

Modernism (2015), Joshua Schuster notes the vast ecological changes occurring during the early 

twentieth century and traces their influence on modernist aesthetics and psychologies. In 

Exhausted Ecologies (2020), Andrew Kalaidjian examines the relationship between ecological 

exhaustion and creative production, assessing how modernist texts attempt to regenerate depleted 

natural resources. The opposition between modernity and the natural environment has long been 

used to exemplify modern experience, with some modernist artistic movements, such as the 

Italian futurists, embracing technological change others lamenting ecological degradation and 

attempting to recreate a premodern environment through art. 

 I contribute to this conversation by analyzing the connection between ecological 

devastation and psychological transformation in Hemingway’s and Blunden’s World War I 
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works. Both inherited the pastoral tradition and, like their more representative modernist 

counterparts, subverted it to denote a change in modern consciousness. However, their own 

change in consciousness marked not only despair but a new knowledge born from ecological 

devastation. Scholarship about Hemingway’s use of the pastoral usually emphasizes the 

regenerative and healing qualities with which Hemingway infuses the natural landscape. For 

example, most scholars consider Nick Adams’ post-war trek along “A Big Two-Hearted River” a 

pastoral reprieve from the horrors of war, therefore imbuing the landscape with healing, 

regenerative properties. As Michael von Cannon points out, scholars of World War I literature 

often regard the pastoral “as a mode chosen to express the critique of and the urge to escape from 

the war” (57). Von Cannon notes Hemingway’s subversion of the pastoral tradition, observing 

that The Sun Also Rises undermines “pastoral’s retreat-return structure in order to counter such 

recovery and repression by emphasizing moments of traumatic re-emergence and, by extension, 

the Great War’s crisis of progress” (57-58). Sensing unrest rather than peace within the pastoral 

environment, Creighton Lindsay argues that Hemingway creates tragedy, rather than harmony, 

through pastoralism by demonstrating the pastoral’s inability to reconcile the demands of 

“society and primitive retreat” (455). I argue here that both Blunden and Hemingway use the 

pastoral tradition ironically to create tragic effects within their perspective works, enabling a 

finally mature, yet disenchanted, psychological culmination. Because the authors have reached 

the teleological state of disenchantment, they gained exclusive and revelatory knowledge of 

conflict and, furthermore, the world.  

Disenchantment requires a transformative experience. The initial psychological and 

moral state reflects the combatant’s innocence by their acceptance of inherited beliefs, be they 

religious, political, or otherwise. Disenchanted renderings of the war, however, highlight the 
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protagonist’s realization that these systems of belief are fallible and that his methods of 

interpreting the world no longer apply. Hemingway and Blunden demonstrate the transformation 

of pastoralism from Victorian and Romantic notions of moral purity and pensiveness to 

devastation. The transformative end-state, devastation, is simultaneously environmental, 

psychological, and epistemological. Whereas Blunden subverts these inherited associations of 

pastoralism to detail the journey of a boy to an embittered yet enlightened veteran, Hemingway 

uses the pastoral to create a tragic, even fatalistic worldview. In both cases, the transformation of 

pastoralism reflects the acquisition of a new and uncommon method of discovering knowledge, 

predicated on the suffering endured at the front.  

 

1. Evanescence and Inevitability 

 In Undertones of War, Edmund Blunden interprets his experience in World War I within 

two warring concepts: evanescence and imminence. After receiving orders to the front, Blunden 

recalls his most striking feeling: “from that crisis of my life above all, the evanescence of 

England beyond the grey waves, and the imminence of France” (4). He imbues both concepts 

with pastoral significance, aligning evanescence with bucolic serenity and imminence with 

ecological devastation. His journey from serenity to devastation results in an education; 

uncertainty and questioning accompany the impermanence of his youth, while certainty attends 

the inevitability of the war. The journey from pastoral glorification to environmental destruction 

signifies the acquisition of an esoteric knowledge gained only by those who suffered at the front.  

 Nearing his nineteenth birthday, Blunden volunteered to fight in the war and joined the 

Royal Sussex Regiment as what Paul Fussell claims “one of its youngest, most innocent 

lieutenants” (GWMM 277). He spent nearly three years in the British Army and on the front, 
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experiencing battle, suffering gas attacks, fighting in the Somme and Ypres, and being awarded 

the military cross (Fussell 277-8). A full ten years after the armistice, Blunden published 

Undertones of War in 1928 alongside a cohort of other combatant memoirists. Indeed, the public 

in 1928 and 1929 received a flurry of World War I memoirs and novels. Erich Maria Remarque 

published All Quiet on the Western Front in 1928 and Ernest Hemingway, who volunteered for 

the American Red Cross in Italy during the war, released A Farewell to Arms in 1929. Robert 

Graves gives his account in Good-bye to All That in 1929. Siegfried Sassoon published his 

fictionalized autobiography, first his Memoirs of a Fox-Hunting Man in 1928 and then Memoirs 

of an Infantry Officer in 1930. As The Times of London wrote in November of 1928, “war-time 

impressions are now crowding one upon another.”  Undertones stood out among the crowd of 

World War I depictions for its poetic rendition of war experience and the sensitivity of its author. 

The Times called Blunden “A Poet in the War,” and wrote that the war “has scarcely had a more 

sympathetic or faithful witness” in Blunden, for Undertones is a “milestone among war-books” 

that contains “dignity and imagination” in the vivid description and poetic, pastoral rending of 

the war. Much of Blunden’s poetic power comes from the stark contrast between the innocent 

Blunden of before the war and the experienced Blunden in 1918. The poetic rendering of his 

journey marks a clear teleology of World War I experience through ecological metamorphosis 

from ignorance to knowledgeable.   

 Scenes of natural beauty denote the young Blunden’s inexperience after volunteering for 

the army but before traveling to the front. Blunden underscores scenes of pastoral beauty with 

impermanence and inevitable destruction, foreshadowing his own loss of innocence. As a Second 

Lieutenant in Britain, Blunden’s first assignment was to lead convalescent soldiers that had 

recently returned home from the front. He recalls the experience: “It had been my happiness to 
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march them out to a place at once as sequestered and sunny as I could find, overlooking the lazy 

Adur, and there to let them bask on the grass, and tell their tales, and be peaceful” (3). The Eden-

like scene underscores the guarded innocence of Blunden shortly before his belligerency in the 

war. However, Blunden demonstrates the evanescence of this pristine scenery by imbuing the 

soldiers’ thoughts with the inevitability of returning to the front. Blunden recalls that “[t]hey hid 

what daily grew plain enough – the knowledge that the war had released them only for a few 

moments, that the war would reclaim them” (3). The undertones of war rumble beneath them, 

unseen but well known. The soldiers bask under the “lucky sun” not as asylum from the realities 

of war, but as a temporary refuge (3). The façade of pastoralism hides those realities, though 

Blunden hints that the structure will crumble with the acquisition of new knowledge.   

Blunden aligns fleeting pastoral serenity with ignorance, framing the experience of war in 

educational terms. The young officer occasionally solicits information about the war from his 

more experienced soldiers, explaining that “[o]ccasionally I would ask the silly questions of 

nonrealization; they in their tolerance pardoned, smiled and hinted, knowing that I was learning, 

and should not escape the full lesson” (3). Blunden explains the war experience in pedagogical 

terms, highlighting the inevitability of learning the “full lesson” of battle. The experienced 

soldiers do not attempt to instruct the young subaltern, they merely tolerate his ignorance. 

Knowledge of the realities of war cannot be transmitted from teacher to student. That knowledge 

defies language; instead, it requires experience. It is this revelatory knowledge that Blunden 

references as he narrates his journey from chapter one, “The Path without Primroses,” to his 

second chapter, “A Trench Education,” to interweave the two concepts that govern his wartime 

journey: pastoral destruction and the revelation of truth in war. The subaltern captures the 

ambiguity of his life before the war by narrating his journey to the front in the form of questions. 
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He subtly aligns innocence with uncertainty, explaining that “light does not gleam upon the 

immediately following journey” (4). Blunden goes with his mother to the train taking him to 

France, passing by veterans returning from the front who are images of his future self. The 

memories he possesses before the war have slipped into a state of ambiguity as Blunden asks his 

reader: “was it on this visit to Etaples that some of us explored the church – a fishing-village 

church—and took tea comfortably in an inn?” (5). In other instances, his narration aggregates the 

past through fleeting images, like amorphous pieces of a puzzle. Describing his first stop in 

France, Blunden recalls  

something about an hotel, and manful drinks, and going down to the saloon for a plate of 

ham, and meeting a school-fellow pensively returning to the line, and then the cloak-

room at Boulogne Station, flutters dimly for elucidation; there was a train journey 

between verdurous banks and silvering poplars, ending drearily at Etaples. (4)  

Blunden recalls memories in a dream-like state, with signifiers for his deteriorating innocence 

and youth floating in its dream-world. The boy left his mother and is now amid hotels, “manful” 

drinks, and saloons. The schoolfellow sitting pensively, waiting to return to the front, reminds 

Blunden of the quietude that characterized the convalescent soldiers and serves as an emblem of 

how quickly the war changed young, vibrant boys into brooding, experienced men. Like dreams, 

images traverse Blunden’s recollection like fantasies. They require elucidation because, in this 

moment of post-hoc narration, Blunden repeatedly questions their reality. “Verdurous banks and 

silvering poplars” limit the train’s journey on either side, additional signifiers of Blunden’s 

fleeting innocence until the young officer reaches the first training ground he will encounter in 

France, initiating his trench education.   
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 Violence abruptly ends the uncertainty with which Blunden narrates his journey from 

Britain to France. As though describing himself waking from a dream, he explains “and then the 

sunny morning was darkly interrupted” (5). He stands in front of a sergeant-major, who trains 

soldiers on the proper execution of a Hales rifle-grenade. As the sergeant-major explained that he 

had “been down [in France] since 1914, and never had an accident,” the grenade explodes, still 

attached to his rifle (5). The sergeant-major and numerous others lay dead, senselessly killed by 

a malfunction of the grenade launcher. Blunden narrates the stark awakening to war in terms of 

certainty, without questioning his memories as he did during his surreal transition to war. 

Evanescence transforms to inevitability through the explosion of a training grenade by the most 

experienced soldier at the training ground. Moreover, Blunden describes the event through 

pastoral imagery, noting the transition between the sunny day to an abrupt, dark interruption. 

Blunden’s use of the word “interruption” highlights the transformation occurring between the 

still-persistent presence of his youth and his trench education. Recently arrived at the front, he 

proclaims that “it was as though in this part of the line could only be a trifling interruption of a 

happy landscape” (9). What Blunden deems an “interruption” persists throughout the rest of his 

memoir, with “dull” days and “clouds” trailing “sadly” throughout his journey from the training 

grounds of France to the front (7).  The darkening skies signify the trench education that awaits 

the young officer.  

 Blunden discovers that certainty comes in the form of vast environmental destruction 

near the front. Occupied by the colonies of rats traversing the trench system, he notices a 

“tremendous upheaval” in the fighting trenches. He recollects that “the officers not on definite 

duty would leave their dinner to stand and terrify their eyes with this violence” (12). Still new to 

the front’s landscape, he describes the skies transforming: 
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On the blue and lulling mist of evening, proper to the nightingale, the sheepbell and 

falling waters, the strangest phenomena of fire inflicted themselves. The red sparks of 

German trench mortars described their seeming-slow arcs, shrapnel shells changed in 

crimson, burning, momentary cloudlets, smoke billowed into a tidal wave, and the 

powdery glare of many a signal-light showed the rolling folks (12).  

The first half of Blunden’s first sentence evokes both the sheepbell and nightingale which signify 

the calming presence of the natural environment. These images serve as a contrast, underscoring 

the brilliance of an impending invasion. What was blue is now reddened by German mortars; 

dark shrapnel supplants white clouds, while billowing smoke usurps the lulling mist of a 

picturesque evening. The scene perpetuates an irrevocable change in both a physical and 

psychological ecosystem.  

 Environmental transformation is a common theme in World War I literature, one in 

which the acquisition of experience leads to the loss of innocence. Paul Fussell employs this lost 

innocence as an integral ingredient to his formulation of the ironic tragedy that he claims 

characterizes the literary productions of the war. Fussell explains that “one reason the Great War 

was more ironic than any other is that its beginning was more innocent” (21). British war poets 

exemplify this innocence by employing pastoral images to signify their experiences in England 

before the war. Fussell describes prewar Britain as “warm and sunny, eminently pastoral… One 

read outdoors, went on picnics, had tea served from a white wicker table under the trees” (25). 

Bernard Bergonzi claims that “we imagine long, brilliant afternoons, with the costumes and 

décor out of My Fair Lady, the champagne and strawberries inexhaustible, premieres of the 

Russian Ballet, yachting at Cowes, veterans motorcars with their brass and paint-work 

scheming” (20) to describe an idealized version of Victorian England. The drastic distinctions 
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between the prewar Victorian expectations of society and the reality of the battlefield in France 

fulfill Blunden’s ironic journey from youthful innocence to devastated experience.  

 Blunden’s explanation of battlefield realities creates a burgeoning class division specific 

to martial living. The combatants closest to the front discover the realities of war, while those 

farther away from the front remain ignorant and still enchanted with martial virtue. This schism 

occurs most obviously in the social divide between front-line soldiers and the command and 

staff, positioned in the reserve trenches, miles behind those in the fighting trenches. Scholars 

have long noticed that World War I soldiers frequently interpret the orders of commanders and 

staff, located miles to their rear, as unnecessarily resulting in death because those leaders remain 

ignorant to the realities of the front. “Authority was at this time persistent that all officers should 

take their nightly constitutional in No Man’s Land,” (15) Blunden describes in Undertones. To 

him, these forays into No Man’s Land were unnecessary risks, posing little tactical or strategic 

advantage for the fighting troops who grudgingly accepted them. Blunden later recalls a young 

officer who “was obeying this expensive mandate, when he was hit and killed” (16). The General 

behind these orders also “rejoiced in inventing new Army Forms,” which baffled the young 

officers whose duty it was to fill them. For Blunden and the fighting men, forms that describe the 

occurrences invariably fail to capture reality. When the young officers attempt to encapsulate 

that experience, the General responds with a curt “too flowery for a military report” (16). The 

demanding reports from the command and staff become so tedious that Blunden remarks “One’s 

mind was more filled with one’s relation to superior beings behind us than to those who were not 

losing the war in front of us” (30), implying that men often carried more antagonistic thoughts 

toward their superiors than they did their tactical enemy. While the division between officer and 

soldier reflected the class divisions existing in Britain at the time, a new division resulted from 



39 
 

time spent in the fighting trenches. There were the sardonically “superior” men to the rear, who 

gave orders and requested information requiring an immediate response. And then there were the 

working class of martial living: the fighting men. Blunden’s cynical use of the word “superior” 

belies the neat hierarchy between the staff and fighting men. His subversion of “superior” 

belittles and demeans the staff, depriving the hierarchy of authenticity and establishing the 

fighting men as the superior class. The divide between the fighting men and the general and staff 

is one of education and experience. Whereas the staff generates command from a comfortable 

and secure position, the fighting soldiers, each adept in the revelations of battlefield reality, 

endure its suffering.   

 Blunden’s public account of the antipathy between fighting men and their superiors, as 

well as the deluge of soldier memoirs published at the end of the war, stood at odds with 

traditional forms of military historiography, which primarily focused on generalship. Military 

history had been, according to military historian and former Senior Lecturer at the Royal 

Military Academy at Sandhurst John Keegan, “not much more than, the study and generals and 

generalship” (25). Formations often consume the narrative space of the individual, as military 

historiography focuses on “institutions, of regiments, general staffs, staff colleges, of armies and 

navies in the round, of the strategic doctrines by which they fight and of the ethos by which they 

are informed” (27). Keegan claims the emphasis on generals and generalship results in a “highly 

over-simplified depiction of human behaviour on the battlefield,” a depiction in which “the dead 

and wounded apparently dematerialize as soon as struck down” in battle. (38-39). Military 

historiography also simplifies the behavior, and the ideals of behavior, of the living combatants. 

The ideals of martial virtue inherited by the soldiers of World War I and every war since, 

according to Keegan, come from “Roman military practices.” The seventeenth century 
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resurrected Roman attitudes treasuring the idealized martial virtue of the Roman legions. “Drill, 

discipline, uniformity of dress – and Roman military ideas – of intellectual leadership, automatic 

valour, unquestioning obedience, self-abnegation, loyalty to unit” were and are “dominant in the 

European soldier’s world” (63). Through Keegan’s analysis, we discover that traditional martial 

narratives imbue generals and their staffs, divisions, and brigades with imaginative, creative 

potential on the battlefield, whereas soldiers stand static under a veil of uniformity.  

 Blunden’s fellow memoirists of the war joined in the polemic against commanding 

officers. Robert Graves informs us in Good-bye To All That that "trench soldiers hate the staff 

and the staff know it. The principal disagreement seems to be about the extent to which trench 

conditions should modify discipline" (107). In Graves’ telling, the leadership to the rear 

compelled its fighting men to adhere to the same strict standards of uniformity, military dress, 

and professional behavior emblematic of a garrison army. Rather than focus on artificial 

standards separated from the reality of warfare, the trench soldier focuses on his “trench 

education,” the tricks of the trade that elongate one’s life at the front. While the staff leadership 

continue to adhere to the martial virtues inherited from Roman tradition, the fighting men 

acquire an entirely novel set of knowledge, one obtained only through the experience of 

suffering at the front. Graves tells us that "the few old hands who went through the last show 

[battle] infect the new men with pessimism; they don't believe in the War, they don't believe in 

the staff" (110-111). Disillusion correlates with knowledge gained through suffering at the front 

while an adherence to the martial virtue reflects ignorance and inexperience.  

 Many of Blunden’s contemporaries held even greater antipathy toward the civilian 

population. The correlation of inexperience and ignorance led combatants to conceptualize their 

civilian counterparts as adversaries and unthinking promoters of the war effort. “From the very 



41 
 

beginning [of the war],” Fussell explains, “a fissure was opening between the Army and 

civilians” (95). The fissure resulted from two differing means of accessing information. Civilians 

received their wartime information from an intentionally misinformed or censored national press. 

Soldiers wrote letters home, though these letters underwent strict censorship as well. Fussell 

explains that “few soldiers wrote the truth in letters home for fear of causing needless uneasiness. 

If they did ever write the truth, it was excised by company officers, who censored all outgoing 

mail” (95). Even if soldiers had the creativity to describe their experience in letters, the dreaded 

command and staff censored their letters, sustaining the civilian’s ignorance and, subsequently, 

the war effort.  

 Descriptions of temporary leave illuminate the growing divide between the soldier and 

civilian. While British soldiers were relatively close to their homes, the psychological distance 

between themselves and their civilian counterparts exceeds the physical. Erich Maria Remarque 

narrates the travel of German private Paul Bäumer in All Quiet on the Western Front; Paul’s first 

interaction with a civilian illustrates the growing antipathy he possesses for the population at 

home: 

A red-cross sister offers me something to drink. I turn away, she smiles at me too 

foolishly, so obsessed with her own importance: “Just look, I am giving a soldier 

coffee!”—She calls me “Comrade,” but I will have none of it. (156)  

Paul’s father, too, embarrasses and aggravates him with his inquiries of the front. Paul reflects 

that “he wants me to tell him about the front; he is curious in a way that I find stupid and 

distressing” (165). Paul’s use of the word “stupid” to describe his father’s curiosity illustrates an 

antipathy based on education; his father lacks the information to make an informed opinion on 



42 
 

the war. What distresses Paul is his inability to communicate that reality and the knowledge that 

his father will never understand without experience.   

Blunden’s fellow soldier-poet, Robert Graves, feels a similar fissure between himself and 

family, remembering that:  

England looked strange to us returned soldiers. We could not understand the war 

madness that ran about everywhere, looking for a pseudo-military outlet. The 

civilians talked a foreign language; and it was newspaper language. I found serious 

conversation with my parents all but impossible. (228)  

For some, what began as an impossibility of communication between returning soldiers and 

civilians morphed into outright hostility. Siegfried Sassoon satirized the civilian population 

through poetry. Bergonzi explains that “the principal target for Sassoon’s satire was the civilian 

population…who issued exhortations or encouragements to the troops without having any real 

conception of what they were enduring” (102). Sassoon remembers crafting a public 

proclamation against the war in Memoirs of an Infantry Officer, in which he professes:  

I am not protesting against the conduct of the War, but against the political errors 

and insincerities for which the fighting men are being sacrificed… also I believe 

that I may help destroy the callous complacency with which the majority of those 

at home regard the continuance of agonies which they do not share, and which they 

have not sufficient imagination to realize. (229)  

Sassoon divides the military and civilian populations along two lines: first, proximity to the 

suffering and agony of the front. Secondly, the imagination required to understand that agony. 

The two dividing lines are interwoven: one cannot imagine the suffering of the front without 

physical and psychic proximity to it.  
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 Experience at the front produces poetic imagination, according to Robert Graves. He 

meets an inexperienced Siegfried Sassoon at the front and shares drafts of his war poems. Graves 

claims that Sassoon “frowned and said that war should not be written about in such a realistic 

way” (174-175). Sassoon shows Graves his own poem: 

Return to greet me, colours that were my great joy 

Not in the woeful crimson of men slain… (175).  

Graves gently rebuffs Sassoon’s innocence, remembering that “Siegfried had not yet been in the 

trenches. I told him, in my old-soldier manner, that he would soon change his style” (175).  

Sassoon’s initial rejection of a more realistic depiction of violence stems from his lack of 

experience with realistic violence. Graves knows the “colours that were [Sassoon’s] great joy” 

had long passed, and the “crimson” blood of “men slain” would permanently locate itself in 

Sassoon’s memory and poetics. Even Sassoon, a published poet at the time he arrives at the 

front, lacks the imaginative skills required to depict the reality of World War I. Poetic value 

therefore does not stem from an abstract idea of poetic talent, but through the depiction of 

realistic experience endured by the fighting man. Like Blunden, who gains a sense of 

inevitability, Graves knows that Sassoon will transform based on the esoteric knowledge he will 

undoubtedly gain at the front.   

 The resentment toward command and staff toward the civilian population and those who 

lacked the imagination to either give effective orders or depict the reality of trench warfare 

stemmed from experience and knowledge gained at the front and resulted in a stratified hierarchy 

along epistemological lines. Commanders and staff were too far from the front trenches to give 

informed orders. The endless slaughter of waves of lumbering soldiers were the result of such 

ignorance. Civilians received their knowledge of war through a sycophantic or misinformed 
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media, or by heavily censored letters from the front. Soldiers, according to Blunden, Graves, 

Sassoon, and Remarque, knew better. They knew better from the physical and psychological pain 

experienced firsthand while in the fighting trenches. 

 If World War I chroniclers assert that experience yields truth, we must also note that 

experience exists in our recollection of past events, or within memory. While in the trenches, 

Blunden suggests that the suffering experience intensifies individual and communal memories. 

He describes the trenches as a “den of misery,” as “sluggish, soaking mists, or cold stinging 

wind,” which “loaded the air and the spirit of man; the ruins of the world looked black and 

unalterable” (101). The pain endured at the front produces familial bonds among the men that 

Blunden characterizes as “a warm fraternity, a family understanding” (130). After the Battle of 

the Somme, the subaltern grieves the loss of his time at the front, stating “it is not so easy… to 

leave the front line for the battalion headquarters: it has magnetized the mind” (124). After he 

leaves the companionship and severe environment of the fighting trenches, Blunden claims that 

he finds “that my memory relaxes and chronology withers away” (133). Like the certitude he 

finds when traveling to the war, relative to the evanescence of Britain before the war, suffering 

intensifies and clarifies Blunden’s recollection. Blunden reinforces Paul Fussell’s analysis of 

memory and World War I. Fussell proclaims that  

In reading memoirs of the war, one notices the same phenomenon over and over. 

By applying to the past a paradigm of ironic action, a rememberer is enabled to 

locate, draw forth, and finally shape into significance an event or a moment which 

otherwise would merge without meaning into the general undifferentiated stream. 

(31)  
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Irony, in other words, makes experiences memorable. So too does Blunden argue that pain and 

suffering heighten the intensity of his memories. Pain enables him to locate himself in the past 

and “shape into significance” the events which colored his experience. He continues: “that 

thrusting past men achingly asleep in narrow chilly firetrenches, their mechanical shifting of the 

sodden legs to let you go on your way, pieces deep enough” (141). What “pierces” Blunden’s 

memory are the hardships endured. Collectively, those experiences of suffering form a knife 

which penetrates the confines of his memory, a solidified and tangible object of violence among 

the vague and amorphous memories of the war.  

 Blunden realizes his psychological transformation through agony. Suffering divides the 

evanescence of his youth in Britain and the inevitability of his embittered, veteran adulthood. 

Blunden also gains the esoteric knowledge of battle only realized by those who endured the pain 

of the front. Through this pain Blunden, Sassoon, and Graves developed the imaginative 

capability to produce poetry, to write memoirs, and to speak on behalf of the World War I 

combatant.  

 

2. Hemingway – Tragedy and the Pastoral 

While Blunden details personal disenchantment and education through subverted 

pastoralism, Ernest Hemingway produces a nihilistic worldview in which pastoralism signifies 

the corruption of fate. Like Blunden, Hemingway asserts that the sufferer gains access to truth 

that the non-sufferer remains ignorant to. The Sun Also Rises (1926) and A Farewell to Arms 

(1929) exemplify Hemingway’s construction of universal tragedy, though only the novels’ 

protagonists seem fully cognizant of its tragic inevitability. The wartime injuries of Jake Barnes 

in The Sun go unstated, shrouded in uncomfortable silence until we finally understand a fuller 
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scope of the war’s tragedy in the 1929 publication of Farewell. Agony and suffering at the front 

liberate Frederick Henry of A Farewell from the spell of martial and romantic virtue. 

Hemingway’s two novels create a fissure between those who endured and those only pretending 

to know. For Hemingway’s WWI protagonists, tragedy is knowledge.  

The narrative tension at the center of The Sun Also Rises exists as the unfulfilled desire 

between the novel’s protagonist, WWI veteran Jake Barnes, and its heroine, Lady Brett Ashley. 

While never stated overtly, Hemingway describes Jake’s wartime injuries within sexual contexts, 

indicating that Jake is impotent. After a woman in Paris named Georgette makes sexual advances 

toward him, Barnes rebuffs the woman elusively: 

She looked up to be kissed. She touched me with one hand and I put her 

hand away. 

“Never mind.” 

“What’s the matter? You sick?” 

“Yes.” 

“Everybody’s sick. I’m sick, too.” (15) 

Later, the woman inquires: 

 “What’s the matter with you, anyway?” 

 “I got hurt in the war,” I said. 

 “Oh, that dirty war.”  

 We would probably have gone on and discussed the war and agreed that it 

was in reality a calamity for civilization, and perhaps would have been better 

avoided. I was bored enough. (16-17)  
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This brief episode in The Sun Also Rises displays the traumatized silence so integral to the 

popular logic of World War I veterans and the disillusionment employed to interpret the 

experience of the war. Presumably, Georgette refers to a sexually transmitted disease when she 

asks Jake if he is sick. Barnes willingly accepts being seen as infected rather than discuss his 

wartime injuries, accepting taboo over disclosure. Pressed further, Barnes admits his wartime 

injuries, but the silence and cliché generalizations about the war following his admission 

emphasize the silence central to Barnes’ experience. Hemingway’s use of the conditional perfect 

tense – would have – underscores the desirable, yet impossible, communication around the war.  

 Unlike Blunden, Hemingway alludes to the universal impact of the war, affecting both 

combatants and civilians. He employs the idea of sickness not merely as Barnes’ impotency or a 

sexually transmitted disease, but as an infection of experience even by those peripherally 

affected by the war. Georgette states as much: “everybody’s sick,” and every character in The 

Sun Also Rises seems infected with disenchantment. Hemingway’s iconic style of understatement 

borders on ludicrously obvious when Barnes reflects that “perhaps” it “would have been better” 

for civilization to avoid the calamities of World War I. The conditional perfect tense reveals the 

upended, counter-factual future of Jake and Georgette and, by extension, Jake and Brett. What 

could have been is now lost to the characters of The Sun. “You are all a lost generation,” 

Hemingway quotes Gertrude Stein in the novel’s epigraph. In Hemingway’s telling, what is lost 

is the conditional perfect future of the generation who experienced the war.  

 The rampant alcoholism in The Sun Also Rises is best characterized by Brett Ashely’s 

addiction. Jake, who clearly demonstrates his own alcoholic tendences, tells Robert Cohn that 

Brett is “a drunk” (38). The connection between Brett’s alcoholism and her wartime experience 

becomes apparent through the dialogue of other characters, as Brett refuses to detail her own 
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history throughout the war. Jake explains that Brett was a Voluntary Aid Detachment (V.A.D) 

nurse during the conflict (39) and, besides any trauma she may have experienced there, she 

suffered enormously from her first marriage. Mike Campbell, Brett’s fiancé in the novel, 

explains that when Brett’s first husband  

came home [from the war] he wouldn’t sleep in a bed. Always made Brett sleep on 

the floor. Finally, when he got really bad, he used to tell her he’d kill her. Always 

slept with a loaded service revolver. Brett used to take the shells out when he’d 

gone to sleep. She hasn’t had an absolutely happy life. Brett. Damned Shame, too. 

(203)  

Brett’s first husband, from whom she received the title of “lady,” expresses the lingering 

effects of her wartime experience. Rather than denoting social status, her title reflects a 

shadow embroiled in her psyche, indicative of the trauma of many nights lying on the 

floor next to a homicidal husband.  

 The fatalism of the war’s sickness settles in the subtext of The Sun Also Rises, shaping 

the novel’s central tension: Jake and Ashley’s unconsummated love. Near the novel’s beginning 

Barnes and Ashley leave a bar together. In another world, the two would make love. Instead, the 

two lovers torture themselves with physical closeness, heightening their romantic tension, before 

abruptly ending their intimacy, each unfulfilled: 

 “Don’t touch me” [Brett] said. “Please don’t touch me” 

 “What’s the matter?” 

 “I can’t stand it.” (26) 

And then shortly later: 

 “Don’t you love me?” 
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 “Love you? I simply turn all to jelly when you touch me.” 

 “Isn’t there anything we can do about it? (26) 

Episodes of heightened sexual and romantic tension left only to linger without fulfillment 

pervade The Sun Also Rises. Hemingway establishes the expectation of consummated love only 

to leave Jake and Brett, and the reader, without conclusion. Of this formula of tension 

unresolved, of conclusions withheld, Jake directly ties to the war: 

It was like certain dinners I remember from the war. There was much wine, an 

ignored tension, and a feeling of things coming that you could not prevent 

happening. (146)  

Multiple anecdotes throughout the novel follow this trajectory, foreshadowing the narrative 

structure of The Sun Also Rises. The novel’s celebrated ending provides little emotional 

conclusion, and instead laments what could have been, reminding the reader of the tragic reality:  

 “Oh, Jake,” Brett said, “we could have had such a damned good time 

together.” 

 Ahead was a mounted policeman in khaki directing traffic. He raised his 

baton. The car slowed suddenly pressing Brett against me. 

 “Yes,” I said. “Isn’t it pretty to think so?” (247)  

One can hardly ignore the “mounted” policeman with a raised baton as Brett pushes against Jake, 

a phallic representation of Jake’s desire and a biting reminder of his sexual deficits. Unresolved 

sexual tension, linked inextricably with Jake and Brett’s war experience, epitomizes a broader 

world view of lost opportunity and a derailment of expectation.  

 Hemingway published A Farewell to Arms, which depicts the World War I experience 

more directly, in 1929, one year after the German publication of All Quiet on the Western Front. 
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The period of 1928-31, Ian Andrew Isherwood reminds us, is commonly viewed as a “war book 

boom” which was seen as “darker and more cynical than what came before” (43).8 Like Blunden, 

Hemingway transforms pastoral ideology from a meditative, morally benign setting to reflect the 

dark education he endures at the front. However, Hemingway expands the tragic inevitability 

Blunden employs to detail his personal education. A Farewell to Arms creates a universe of 

tragedy.  

 Like Jake Barnes, Frederick Henry of A Farewell to Arms fails to realize the love story at 

the center of the novel’s plot. The pastoral represents quite directly that disillusioned worldview 

which governs the novel’s narrative trajectory despite Henry’s many attempts to alter the course 

of his life. The most quoted line of A Farewell to Arms often signifies a rejection of martial 

virtue, but it also hints at the pastoral significance of the plot:  

I was always embarrassed by the words sacred, glorious, and sacrifice and the 

expression in vain. We had heard them, sometimes standing in the rain almost out 

of earshot, so that only the shouted words came through, and had read them, on 

proclamations that were slapped up by billposters over other proclamations, now 

for a long time, and I had seen nothing sacred… There were many words that you 

could not stand to hear and finally only the names of places had dignity…Abstract 

words such as glory, honor, courage, or hallow were obscene besides the concrete 

names of villages, the numbers of roads, the names of rivers, the numbers of 

regiments and dates. (177-178) 

Hemingway creates an opposition between empty signifiers and “concrete” ones, correlating to 

words filled with martial virtue against the names of rivers and roads, villages, and people. In 

 
8 Harold Bloom situates Hemingway similarly within the American canon, claiming that Hemingway “arrives late 
and dark in [the American] tradition, and is one of its negative theologians” (1987, 3). 
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other words, Hemingway privileges the landscape as the signifier of dignity and meaning-

imbued pastoral. Hemingway’s pastoralism does not merely serve as a setting; it creates and 

conditions the effects of tragedy.   

Scholars of Hemingway have contested whether A Farewell to Arms is indeed a tragedy, 

since the story fails to satisfy Aristotle’s necessity “that the doom of the hero issue from his own 

acts” (Merrill, 572). Frederick Henry and Catherine make no fatal mistake that ensures their 

demise. Robert Merrill, however, explains that Frederick Henry’s narrative contributes to the 

genre of tragedy because of the creation of a tragic universe. Merrill writes that “the assumption 

underlying [Hemingway’s] tragedy is that the enemy is not only within – it is also out there, in 

the universe itself” (578). Henry comes to the belief of a tragic world while ruminating on 

Catherine’s courage, thinking that “if people bring so much courage to this world the world has 

to kill them to break them, so of course it kills them” (239). In A Farewell to Arms, Henry does 

not impose his will upon the world; instead, the world acts upon him. The landscape precipitates 

narrative stasis and change. By emphasizing the landscape, Hemingway privileges a sense of 

inevitable deep time, destabilizing the notion of individual agency and belief. This results in a 

tragic pastoralism, where the landscape signifies ominous inevitability and human tragedy.  

 Robert Merrill points out that the narrative structure of A Farewell to Arms “is cyclical, 

as Frederick’s fortunes alternately rise and fall” (574). Cyclical, certainly, but also seasonal. 

Seasonal changes either slow or accelerate the novel’s plot. Book I begins in the late summer and 

into the fall, slowing time as the novel approaches winter. Henry pauses the novel’s actions by 

watching the snow “falling slowly and heavily,” knowing that “it was all over for that year” (6) 

before going on leave. When Henry returns from his unnarrated travels, the scene remains 

identical except for the change in season, as the lieutenant remarks “it was all as I had left it 



52 
 

except that now it was spring” (19), which accelerates the tempo of action in the narrative. It is 

precisely the change in season the precipitates Henry’s fateful meeting with Catherine Barkley; 

the two converge through Henry’s best friend Rinaldi, spending their time outside the hospital in 

a sprawling springtime garden. Hemingway constructs the narrative through a seasonal 

paradigm, a circular path in which the colder seasons slow narrative acceleration whereas 

warmer conditions accelerate the story’s plot.   

 Seasonal change creates tragedy through the correlation between spring and the military 

offensive, upending the connotations of regeneration associated with the season. Both Frederick 

and Catherine know the spring invites renewed conflict and the war pervades their courtship. 

Henry demands that they “drop the war” but Catherine answers that “[t]here’s no place to drop 

it” (25), highlighting the universality and inescapable presence of the war now that it was spring. 

Various characters await the coming attacks with excited anticipation, yet the two lovers seem to 

understand its tragic consequences. Catherine relates that she had once loved a boy who “was 

killed in the Somme” (18). Her story anticipates Frederick’s transformation from innocence to 

disillusionment, for when the lieutenant states that the Somme was a “ghastly show” Catherine 

asks if he was there. Henry, replying that he was not, exposes that he was speaking in the 

uneducated generalities of an inexperienced combatant. Foreshadowing Frederick’s own injuries 

from artillery to come, Catherine remarks that her former lover “didn’t have a sabre cut” but was 

blown “all to bits” (20). She eliminates any veneer of martial civility by juxtaposing a dignified 

war injury—the saber cut—with the senseless and untargeted destruction of combatants in an 

artillery bombardment. In their first meeting, Catherine, compared to the inexperienced and still 

innocent lieutenant, is the enlightened subject, knowledgeable of the war’s tragedy.  
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Hemingway illustrates inevitable conflict through the setting of Book I. The novel’s first 

chapter encompasses four seasons and a range of military activity that define the worldedness of 

the novel. He describes that his unit “lived in a house” that “looked across the river and the 

plain to the mountains. In the bed of the river there were pebbles and boulders, dry and white in 

the sun, and the water was clear and swiftly moving and blue in the channels” (189). A 

conventional opening description of the countryside becomes immediately opposed to human 

activity, for Henry recollects after that “troops went by the house and down the road and the 

dust they raised powdered the leaves of the trees. The trunks of the trees too were dusty and the 

leaves fell early that year” (3). Hemingway provides seasons, natural features, and unnamed 

military activity instead of years or the names of individuals, to establish a conflict between the 

environment and human organizations, which parallels the conflict between fate and the 

individual. He mentions unnamed officers riding in trucks along the road and the King of Italy, 

though these figures are emblematic of the organizations they represent rather than having an 

intrinsic value as an individual. Those organizations suffer at the agency of the environment, 

able to strike back against troop trampling: “At the start of the winter came the permanent rain 

and with the rain came the cholera… in the end only seven thousand died of it in the army” (4). 

Hemingway’s framing pastoral establishes two inevitable axioms of the novel. The first is that 

conflict will occur and the second is that both warring parties suffer from it.  

 Hemingway details the devastation of war on the Italian front in pastoral terms so that 

the world becomes a casualty of the war, rather than the individual. He avoids traditional 

martial narratives in which one unit attacks another or gains an advantage on key terrain. News 

from the battlefields takes the form of a landscape, as Henry relates that “the mountain that was 

beyond the valley and the hillside where the chestnut forest grew was captured and there were 
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victories beyond the plain on the plateau to the south and we crossed the river in August” (5). 

Hemingway’s description of battlefield victories varies greatly from the military historian, 

notably in the passive construction of his sentences. The mountain and hillside were captured; 

the reader isn’t privy to who captured them or what General’s maneuvers led to the victory. 

Instead, Hemingway emphasizes the mountains and the chestnuts which grow upon them. We 

see the devastation of the war through the lens of natural destruction. Only briefly mentioning 

human casualties, Henry goes into vivid detail describing the destruction of the forest, which 

“had been green in the summer when we had come into the town but now there were the stumps 

and the broken trunks and the ground torn up” (6) from the onslaught of artillery 

bombardments.  

 Various landscapes denote Frederick’s fortunes as they rise and fall throughout the 

narrative. A cratered earth accompanies the lieutenant when he is injured on the front, but 

Frederick had “a lovely time that summer” (109) recovering from knee operation with Catherine 

in Milan, where the days “were hot” and “there were many victories in the papers” (113). When 

Frederick must return to the front, he mentions that “it turned cold that night and the next day it 

was raining,” (136) foreshadowing tragedy to come. Hemingway’s landscape and imagery shift 

to fall where “the trees were all bare and the roads were muddy” (157) before narrating Henry’s 

involvement in the disastrous Italian retreat on the front. During that retreat, he mentions 

storms, rain, and snow that crowded and slowed avenues of retreat and escapes through the 

chaos of a flooded river. Henry remarks that “you do not know how long you are in a river 

when the current moves swiftly” (216), reflecting the protagonist’s personal chaos through the 

turmoil of an overflowing river. As with Blunden, the landscape reflects Frederick’s personal, 

psychological transformation throughout the novel.  A Farewell to Arms deemphasizes 
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individual agency so that the pastoral tragedy signifies a world, indeed a universe, tragically 

succumbed to a dark inevitability.  

 The rain functions as an omen of tragedy throughout the novel. It becomes associated 

with death in the first chapter, as Henry correlates the demise of “only seven thousand” soldiers 

with the permanent winter rain (4). When he begins to receive enemy artillery fire, he describes 

the scene as “dirt raining down” (52) outside while he attempts to procure food for his soldiers, 

immediately before Austrian artillery strikes his location. After Henry’s injury, Catherine tells 

the lieutenant that she is “afraid of the rain because sometimes I see me dead in it” (121). The 

rain precipitates the disastrous retreat in which Henry is nearly executed; Catherine attempts to 

deliver her baby while it rains outside, and finally, after Catherine dies in childbirth, Henry 

walks “back to the hotel in the rain” (314). The overt correlation between rain and tragedy 

denotes an inevitability outside of Henry’s control, a symbol of his inability to control fate. This 

pastoral aesthetic privileges a sense of deep time, de-emphasizing the individual and human role 

being played on its grounds. Catherine and Frederick’s blossoming relationship looks small and 

insignificant by comparison, a speck of dust in a sea of tragic inevitability.  

 Individuals have no place of importance in this sea of inevitability, as is illustrated by 

Frederick during his initial off-narrative-world travels in Book I. The lieutenant leaves the front 

during the winter, going “everywhere. Milan, Florence, Rome, Naples, Villa San Giovanni, 

Messina, Taormina –” (11) but these travels are all unnarrated events, unimportant and unseen by 

the reader. Upon his return, Frederick realizes the inconsequentiality of his movement, 

exclaiming that “evidently it did not matter whether I was there or not” (16) because his 

subordinates had functioned normally during his absence. The story-world didn’t need him, and 

while Henry momentarily escapes the world of the novel, he inevitably returns. The lack of 
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attention given to Henry’s travels also suggests their symbolic deficit. By not narrating these 

events, by not providing any pertinent details of the cities to which Henry travels, they are 

simply a meaningless list. Would it matter to the narrative if Henry went to Genoa instead of 

Milan? Turin instead of Naples? The story-world doesn’t care. In this way, the incompleteness of 

Henry’s travel itinerary suggests that the story-world devotes symbolic meaning not to where 

Henry traveled but the fact that he did travel. The reader, however, discovers that Henry lacked 

agency even when he exited the frame of the narrative. The Priest at the camp, Henry’s friend 

and confidant, asked him to visit his family in the Abruzzi and was hurt when Henry didn’t. 

Henry recollects that “I myself felt as badly as he did and could not understand why I had not 

gone. It was what I had wanted to do,” finally explaining to the priest that “we did not do the 

things we wanted to do; we never did such things” (12-13). Even outside the novel’s world 

Henry lacked the ability to travel where he wanted. The symbolic value of Henry’s travels 

signifies an illusion of agency, finally disproven by Frederick’s inability to travel where he 

wants.  

  Beyond the illusion of agency in one soldier, Henry suggests that no great man exists in 

the world of the novel. He ruminates that “The Austrian army was created to give Napoleon 

victories; any Napoleon.” He continues: 

I wished we had a Napoleon, but instead we had Il General Cadorna, fat and 

prosperous and Vittorio Emmanuele, the tiny man with the long thin neck and the 

goat beard. Over on the right they had the Duke of Aosta. Maybe he was too good-

looking to be a great general but he looked like a man. (36)  

Henry’s description of these men registers more on the level of appearance rather than intrinsic 

value, placing them within a micro rather than a macro historical frame. This description deflates 
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any sense of greatness the current generals might have, rendering them useless to the overarching 

structure of the narrative. Though Henry desires such a “Great Man” to win the war, he makes 

clear that they no place in the narrative world dominated by an inevitably tragic landscape. 

 The pastoral enables Hemingway to implicitly reject individual and collective belief, 

resulting in a tragic fatalism and individual nihilism. Like The Sun Also Rises, A Farewell to 

Arms repeatedly raises tokens of hope, empty signifiers in a tragic world, only to metaphorically 

cut them down. One such instance occurs when Frederick leaves for the front and Catherine 

unclasps her necklace and hands it to him. It has a medallion containing the likeness of Saint 

Anthony. Frederick asks, “You’re not a Catholic, are you?” to which Catherine replies “No. But 

they say a Saint Anthony’s very useful” (43). This episode unveils an attempt by Catherine and 

Frederick to put their faith in something, even though the novel repeatedly reminds us that 

neither are religious. Not one page passes before Hemingway craters this belief, for Henry states 

that “then I forgot [Saint Anthony]. After I was wounded I never found him. Someone probably 

got it at one of the dressing stations” (44). Other less cynical depictions might narrate the 

medallion surviving a fire, stopping a bullet, or clasped within the hands of the hero as he 

sustains war injuries. The medallion would signify calmness amongst a calamitous world at war. 

Hemingway conditions the reader to expect these somewhat sentimental scenes until robbing the 

reader of its satisfaction, resulting in a tragic reading experience.  

 The story’s romance plot acts as a supreme example of the disillusion of hope. Henry and 

Catherine escape the narrative’s primary frame of reference, the Italian Front, and live in 

Switzerland. They live in a beautiful pastoral: “a brown wooden house in the pine trees on the 

side of a mountain” (275) where vineyards and lakes populate the imagery. Catherine, pregnant 

with life, and Henry chose to love in a tragic world and attempt to construct their own agency. 
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The novel could have ended here, as Merrill points out, but ultimately “it is not possible because 

Hemingway has created tragic expectations from the outset” (572). The season inevitably 

changes; fortunes rise only to fall. It rains and Catherine dies because in Hemingway’s universe 

of disenchantment, the world kills those it cannot break.  

 Like Blunden and the British World War I rememberers, Hemingway creates a social 

hierarchy in which sufferers realize truth while the non-sufferers remain dangerously ignorant, 

resulting in the conceptualization that disenchantment is the fundamental, teleological end state 

of the war. During the retreat at Caporetto, a group of carabinieri or “battle police” question 

retreating officers. The carabinieri isolate Henry for speaking Italian with an accent, which 

prompts him to conclude: “I was obviously a German in Italian uniform” (214). The battle police 

segregate retreating officers dislocated from their units, summarily executing them for cowardice 

or, in Henry’s case, suspected espionage. Henry reflects on the thoughts of the battle police, 

explaining that “I saw how their minds worked; if they had minds and if they worked. They were 

all young men and they were saving their country” (214). The carabinieri were a part of a 

second, newly formed Italian army created in the aftermath of multiple destructive offenses. 

These men are not sinister, but dangerously ignorant, precisely because they have yet to 

experience the reality of the front. Their foolishness results from their still intact enchantment 

with martial virtue. 

 The reality of the battlefield, according to Hemingway, lies not within the act of killing 

but the experience of suffering. The battle police remain so ignorant because they have only 

killed but have yet to suffer. Henry determines that the carabinieri “had all the efficiency, 

coldness and command of themselves of Italians who are firing and are not being fired on” (213). 

Before attempting escape, Frederick recalls that “the questioners had that beautiful detachment 
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and devotion to stern justice of men dealing in death without being in any danger of it” (214). 

While the battle police had ample experience killing, albeit the killing of Italian, rather than 

Austrian, soldiers, their exclusion from being targeted themselves for violence fortifies their 

dangerous ignorance. That “beautiful detachment” is one from reality, and their “devotion to 

stern justice” represents adherence to a long-forgotten fiction. They have not yet suffered and 

gained access to the reality of war.  

 Both Hemingway and Blunden employ suffering as a way of ascertaining truth through a 

cacophony of competing beliefs and ideas. Both align this revelatory education to an informal 

social hierarchy, in which those who understand the truths of battlefield suffering stand isolated 

from the ignorance of those who have yet to suffer. Both helped create the model of 

disenchanted battlefield experience, in which truth results in the destruction of inherited motifs 

and themes surrounding martial experience, including the celebration of martial virtue and 

patriotism.  

 

3. The Construction of Communal Memory 

 Hemingway and Blunden took part in an artistic movement and created a model for 

interpreting and experiencing World War I. They are, of course, not alone in their disenchanted 

perception of the war, which persists in communal memory today. However, we remember the 

disenchanted worldview and the epistemological model of suffering not due to its overwhelming 

presence in the literary market following the war, but a deliberate effort towards privileging that 

specific model of battlefield experience years, and decades, after the war. The “silence” 

attributed to the 1920s in the years following the war is a farcical explanation applied to the 

decade after the fact. Isherwood reminds us in Remembering the Great War that while the theme 
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of silence often accompanies the veteran, there is little evidence in the publication history 

following World War I that veterans were hesitant to write their war memories. Isherwood 

explains that “war books were released in smaller numbers, but never completely disappeared 

from the market” (40) during the early to mid-1920s. The reason behind the downturn in martial 

literature was both economic and literary. First, the book publication market faced serious 

economic sluggishness after the war’s armistice. “By 1920,” Isherwood writes, “Jon Murray 

bitterly complained in The Bookseller that the cost of production was still three times more than 

it had been before the war” (41). Because publication costs were so high, publishers were less 

willing to release books without a high probability of commercial success. By 1920, many 

publishers thought the literary community was already saturated with war books because author-

veterans had been publishing their war experiences so frequently during the war. “Since 1914,” 

Isherwood explains, “war books had been released in far greater numbers in Britain than ever 

before” (41). Isherwood quotes Henrietta Tayler, a Scottish nurse who exclaims that after so 

many war books the public thought that there was “nothing more left to be said” (41). The 

“silence” of the early and mid-1920s was not a repression of memories by the war afflicted, it 

was a shrewd economic decision of the publication industry.  

 The silence attributed to veterans of World War I is a post-hoc construction imposed on 

the decade after the armistice. Many veterans were indeed eager to tell their wartime stories. 

Edmund Blunden, in the ironic and comedic fashion of Robert Graves, seems to ridicule the 

paradigm of through an anecdote in Undertones. Recently transported to the front, Blunden asks 

a soldier “all too eagerly… what things were like” at a previous battle. The combat veteran 

replies: 

‘Don’t ask me – it’s terrible, O God—’ 
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After a moment, however, the soldier responds, “talking loud and fast”: 

‘We were in the third line. I came to a traverse, got out of the trench and peeped; there 

was a Fritz crawling round the next traverse. I threw a bomb in, it hit the trench side and 

rolled just under his head: he looked down to see what it was—’ (41) 

Instead of remaining silent about his wartime experience, the soldier becomes eager to tell 

Blunden the details of the battle. Many World War I veterans acted similarly during and in the 

years after the war, saturating the literary market with war stories. These numerous wartime 

accounts created a diverse array of emotions towards the war, which was neither completely 

disillusioned nor celebratory of traditional martial virtue. Isherwood explains that “the late 1920s 

were not a uniformly disenchanted age, though many of the most popular war books reflected 

this theme. Disillusioned books were often present on the same publishers’ list as patriotic ones” 

(46). While disillusionment fails to represent all the published memories of the war, it does 

represent the most culturally pervasive and privileged model of war experience.  

 The cultural prevalence of the suffering, yet enlightened, model of soldierly experience 

crossed the Atlantic, influencing the American publishing industry. The confluence of authors 

writing disenchanted depictions of World War I suggests the literary market was already 

privileging disillusion by the time Hemingway published A Farewell to Arms. We know, for 

example, that Hemingway read Robert Graves and Siegfried Sassoon, whose autobiographical 

works were published near the same time as Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms. In a letter to F. 

Scott Fitzgerald in January of 1930, Hemingway remarks 

Glad you liked the books. Hope it (Graves) makes you glad you missed the war! It 

gives me a hell of a respect for poor Siegfried Sassoon. [Robert] Graves too! 

(Baker, 320) 
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Hemingway’s infamous sense of competition toward other writers undoubtedly applies to Erich 

Maria Remarque, who published All Quiet on the Western Front the year before Hemingway 

published A Farewell to Arms. In a letter written in June of 1929 to his editor and publisher, 

Maxwell Perkins, Hemingway reveals his anxiety over All Quiet’s success and the American 

practice of “emasculating” books through censorship of harsh language. Hemingway explains 

that  

You will find [expletives] in a book called All Quiet on the Western Front… which has 

sold in the 100s of thousand copies in Germany and is around 50,000 copies in England 

with the word shit, fart, etc… The trouble is Max that before my book will be out there 

will be this All Quiet on the Western Front book…and I hate to kill the value of mine by 

emasculating it. (Baker, 297)  

In a telling moment of anxiety in the same letter, Hemingway remarks to Perkins: 

There has always been first rate writing and then American writing (genteel writing). 

(297)  

And while Hemingway’s anxiety is on full display to his editor, his sense of competition with 

Remarque becomes apparent through a subtle insult to All Quiet’s success in a letter to F. Scott 

Fitzgerald, written in September of the same year: 

Got a bunch of literary periodicals from Brommy all full of Great German War Books—

It was funny how I couldn’t get into [Remarque’s] All Quiet etc. but once in it it was 

damned good—Not so great as they think—But awfully good. (Baker 307)  

Hemingway’s angst over the commercial success of All Quiet relative to his own novel is 

emblematic of the larger literary trends at work in the late 1920s across the U.S. and Europe. 

These trends, however, did not develop from the “silence” of the previous ten years after the war. 
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Instead, literary trends of the late 1920s grew from a decade’s worth of publication practices 

surrounding martial literature.  

 The disenchanted, yet enlightened, model of soldierly experience gained cultural traction 

in the literary community for a multitude of reasons, including the commercial success of 

disenchanted publications, active attempts at canonizing the paradigm, and anxieties of the 

present and future. Isherwood explains that “the rise in new war book titles is, in part, 

attributable to the success of All Quiet and the hopes of publishers to strike while the iron was 

hot” (45). He echoes the claims made by John Keegan, who notes the potency of literary 

influence in The Face of Battle, writing “writers are as quick as anyone, quicker sometimes than 

publishers, to detect the drift of the literary market” (286). Keegan cautions against the 

psychologizing of the ten year “silence” after the war, explaining that “one should be cautious, 

therefore, in interpreting the sudden outpouring of war literature at the end of the nineteen-

twenties in the language of psychology – the ‘lifting of a collective amnesia’ or the ‘dissipation 

of a mass repression’” (287). Collective economics, as much as any conceptualized collective 

psychological state, enabled the disillusioned war book “boom” of the era, though academics and 

professional writers also enabled the canonization of a tragic paradigm of the war.  

 The anthologizing of World War I poetry, for example, serves as a valuable case study in 

the shifting literary tastes associated with the war. A desire to support the war effort and defend 

martial virtue prompted Robert Bridges to publish The Spirit of Man in 1915 (Longley, 57). 

Bridges’ collection celebrates the martial virtue of England and her poets but omits the names of 

the poets in the anthology, as though implicitly supporting the collective and anonymous effort 

required by the war. Edna Longley quotes Siegfried Sassoon as lamenting the pro-martial virtue 

of the anthology, categorizing Bridges’ collection as “reactionary war-talk” (58). The moral 
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certitude of the British warrior’s gallantry began to splinter even before the war’s end, as E.B. 

Osborn carved out space within his poetry collection The Muse in Arms (1917) for the 

disenchanted voices of Sassoon, Charles Sorley, Ivor Gurney, and Graves (58). Just as the 

anthologizers of poetry attempted to canonize the poetry of war during and immediately after its 

end, professional academics supported the crafting of bibliographies containing, what they 

deemed, the more “authentic” war narratives.   

 1930 saw two warring efforts, reflective of the pro-martial virtue versus disillusionment 

schism, at canonizing the memory of the war. Edmund Blunden and the historian and journalist 

Cyril Falls each crafted bibliographies containing the fiction, poetry, and personal accounts of 

World War I, with Blunden favoring disenchanted voices while Falls sought a “comprehensive” 

array of war experiences (Isherwood, 57). Decades after the war, poetry anthologies such as I.M. 

Parson’s Men Who March Away (1964) and Brian Gardner’s Up the Line to Death (1964), seem 

to crown the disillusionment as the monopolistic representation of the war (Longley, 59). Both 

titles anticipate Fussell’s formulation of tragic irony by ironically subverting the thematic 

heading used as an organizing principle in The Spirit of Man. Whereas The Spirit of Man 

contains “The Happy Warrior,” these two collections possess sub-headings like “The Bitter 

Truth,” “Death’s Kingdom,” and “O Jesus, Make it Stop” (Gardner, xi-xiii). In fact, Edmund 

Blunden wrote the forward to Brian Gardner’s Up the Line to Death, outlining the literary history 

from The Spirit of Man to the 1960s under the formula of tragic irony, explaining that the 

anthology is “a testimony of the spirit of man worthy of the ‘lost generation’” (viii). The 

American anti-war sentiments produced during the late 1960s and 70s undoubtedly redoubled the 

emphasis on the disillusioned trench lyric until, in 1975, in a crowning achievement started by 

Blunden, Sassoon, and Graves, Paul Fussell published The Great War and Modern Memory. 
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 Modern Memory may be the most influential work of literary and cultural analysis of 

World War I and represents the academically preferred interpretation of the war as 

disenchantment. Winner of the National Book award in 1976 for Arts and Letters (“The Great 

War and Modern Memory”), one cannot escape The Great War and Modern Memory and its 

influence when researching literature of the war; nearly all scholars of the war feel compelled to 

be in conversation it. While many works of literary analysis appear only on the erudite 

bookshelves of likeminded scholars, Fussell’s work expanded into the “mainstream”: The New 

York Times calls the book a “tour de force of passionate, learned criticism” (Scott).  Time 

magazine incorporated the Fussell’s work into its “ALL-TIME 100 Nonfiction Books” 

(Frederick) and even the HBO series True Detective named an episode after Fussell’s title (“True 

Detective”). Fussell’s The Great War and Modern Memory does not so much detail, in the sense 

of a primary account, the experiences of the war, but rather provides a privileged lens of 

interpretation to the war’s memories: tragic irony, resulting in a disenchanted, yet enlightened 

veteran.  

 In the decades after Fussell’s publication of The Great War and Modern Memory, many 

scholars have sought to rectify the thematic bias toward disillusionment by highlighting the 

diversity of World War I accounts. One such author is Brian Bond, who published The Unquiet 

Western Front (2002) and Survivors of a Kind (2008). Bond’s project in Survivors of a Kind is to 

showcase an array of widely publicized and elegantly written memories of World War I, placing 

disenchanted memoirs alongside the “fire-eaters,” or nationalistic accounts that seemingly 

glorify traditional martial virtue. Bond writes that memoirs which contain “the more positive 

aspects such as comradeship, pride in the regiment and enjoyments out of the line are also 

prominent” next to their disenchanted counterparts. Bond further explains that “disenchantment 
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and defeatism feature less strongly than might be expected” if one were to view “the most 

publicized war poetry” (xiii). Disenchanted depictions of battlefield experience did not 

numerically overwhelm their pro-martial counterparts. While acknowledging the fact that many 

World War I memoirs were somewhere in between the false binary of disenchanted or pro-

martial virtue, many explicitly patriotic memories of the war endure today.  

 While the notion that disenchanted books were the more authentic representation of 

combat experience in World War I is routinely debunked by scholars like Ian Andrew Isherwood 

and Brian Bond, the ideology of epistemological suffering unifies both camps. Militarist 

memoirs like Ernst Jünger’s Storms of Steel (1920) celebrate the knowledge gained through pain 

on the battlefield, often through the same tropes as his disenchanted English counterparts. Jünger 

delivers long passages about the rural beauty and idealized pastoralism of Germany which, after 

becoming injured himself, leads him to the following truth: “what a beautiful country [Germany] 

was, and eminently worth our blood and our lives” (33). Jünger did not come to the belief that 

Germany was worth his blood through the act of killing or being victorious on the battlefield. 

Instead, he came to know this truth through the act of being injured, of shedding his own blood. 

Though Jünger’s conclusions differ dramatically from Blunden’s and Hemingway’s, the process 

of gaining knowledge and the truths of war stems from suffering on the battlefield.  

 If suffering yields the esoteric knowledge of battlefield reality, most participants and 

supporters of war lack that knowledge. Ironically, one cannot read the experiences of another 

sufferer and gain access to that sufferer’s truths, though book sales after the war indicate that 

readers may have believed so. Authorship and the ensuring canonization that followed the war 

necessitated epistemological suffering. The esoteric knowledge yielded from it provided the 

authority to speak and write one’s experience into tangible existence. As we will see in the 
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following chapter, the memoirs of Ernst Jünger, which celebrate the primordial existence 

endured at the front, rely on the same epistemological foundations.  

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



68 
 

CHAPTER 2 
 

Priest of Pain: Ernst Jünger, Primitivism, and Transcendent Suffering in World War I 

  

 In my freshman literature class at West Point, I ask my students to list what authors and 

books have influenced them the most. Among my students’ most favorite military authors is the 

unbridled masochist David Goggins who “sought out pain, fell in love with suffering” to 

transform himself “from the weakest piece of shit on the planet into the hardest man God ever 

created, or so I tell myself” (12). For Goggins, the path to enlightenment—the revelation of self 

and worldly knowledge—is one of pain and suffering. I call Goggins’ theory and others like it 

the “epistemology of pain,” which suggests that the endurance of pain is a way of knowing 

oneself and the world. Many of my students take it as a fact that “pain is gain,” and the 

epistemology of pain influences populations outside the confines of military academies. Kelly 

Clarkson’s song “Stronger,” which held the top position on the Billboard Top 100 for three 

weeks in 2011 (Bronson), employs Nietzsche’s much-cited aphorism in Twilight of the Idols: 

“From the military school of life.—That which does not kill me, makes me stronger” in its title 

and chorus (2).  

 Goggins’ subtle disclaimer— “or so I tell myself”—betrays the constructedness of the 

epistemology of pain. Goggins must believe in the idea; he must tell himself that the idea is 

valid, for it to be true. The epistemology of pain evolved, and rather than being “natural” or 

“fact,” is an idea that influences the perceptions of individuals and communities. This 

dissertation argues that the literary aftermath of World War I privileged the suffering experience 

over all competing martial virtues, so that the suffering experience became a foundation of 
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authority to speak and write about war, and that combatant-authors conceptualized suffering as a 

transformative experience yielding an esoteric knowledge.  

No World War I memoirist and commentator more full-throatedly advocates this position 

than the German soldier, philosopher, and author Ernst Jünger. In his introduction to the 2003 

Penguin Classics edition of Jünger’s most read memoir, Storm of Steel (1920), translator Michael 

Hofmann writes that the memoir’s “contrast with most of the [other World War I memoirs] is 

stark.” Hofmann distinguishes Storm of Steel and other memoirs because Jünger’s publication 

has no pacifist design. It makes no personal appeal. It is a notably unconstructed 

book. It does not set its author and his experience in any sort of context. It offers 

nothing in the way of hows and whys, it is pure where and when and of course, 

above all, what. (vii, emphasis original) 

Hofmann’s emphasis that Storm of Steel is an “unconstructed book” suggests that its contents are 

uninfluenced by the history of ideas and the artistic innovations occurring around him by the end 

of the war in 1918. The claim that Storm of Steel presents an entirely personal, non-political, and 

uninfluenced depiction of the war is incorrect. Just as David Goggins’ emphasis on masochistic 

self-realization is influenced by the likes of Jünger, so too is Jünger influenced by his 

philosophical and artistic predecessors. In Wanderer and His Shadow (1880), Nietzsche writes 

that “[w]hen our dreams succeed and achieve perfection… they are symbolic chains of scenes 

and images in place of a narrative poetic language; they circumscribe our experiences or 

expectations or situations with… poetic boldness and decisiveness” (aphorism 194, cited in 

Basic Writings of Nietzsche, 162-163). The poetic boldness with which Jünger recreates his 

WWI experiences reflects a broader artistic movement surrounding him as much as it relates his 

personal intimations. Coupled with War as Inner Experience (1922) and Fire and Blood (1925), 
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the memories within Storm of Steel are made coherent and given meaning by the philosophical 

foundations of modernism and the artistic innovations of the European avant-garde. These 

artistic innovations, which were influenced by 19th century notions of “primitivity” and Freud’s 

suggestion that we can uncover a psychological primitivity, attempt to realize the same 

heightened state of artistic inspiration that Storm of Steel fulfills. Ultimately, Ernst Jünger’s 

recollections belong to a larger post-war literary environment that situates suffering as a means 

of gaining self and worldly knowledge, reorienting the archetype of the soldier on the endurance 

of pain and the enlightenment of suffering.  

 I first examine Ernst Jünger’s confused place in the memory and scholarship of World 

War I. Studies of World War I literature divide primary works into affective categories, usually 

termed disenchanted or patriotic. While the disenchanted categories emphasize the suffering 

endured during the war to highlight the injustice experienced by combatants, the patriotic or 

traditional works tell the story of chivalric military adventure without much misery. Jünger 

occupies a precarious space in the memory of the war—and is therefore infrequently paid full 

critical attention—because his memoirs, Storm of Steel, War as Inner Experience, and Fire and 

Blood defy these generic conventions by portraying a cacophony of suffering while 

simultaneously celebrating militarism. While Jünger published other accounts of the war, I’ve 

chosen these texts because they represent three distinct genres of memoir, offering a holistic 

sample of Jünger’s philosophy and recollection of war.9 In what follows, I show how Jünger 

celebrates militarism and suffering by likening the conflict to a state of “primitivity,” a concept 

 
9 Storm of Steel is a refined and edited memoir which, after multiple revisions, was published for a public audience. 
War as Inner Experience is less refined but bolder in its assertion of the psychological effects of battle (Michael 
Hofmann, Jünger’s translator, calls it “unpleasant,” stating that he “could not bring [himself] to read more than the 
excerpts” (viii-ix)). Fire and Blood is nearly in the form of a diary and is deeply personal (while the author of Storm 
of Steel seems, as times, aloof). 
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born from European colonial expansion and fostered by early anthropology. I then examine how 

Jünger’s recollection of the war’s psychological effects mirror ideas of primitivity in early 

psychoanalysis, a psychological state that the European avant-garde artists hailed as a return to a 

more elemental, artistic human condition. I argue that Jünger employs distinctively modern ideas 

to celebrate militarism, violence, and the suffering that goes alongside it. In doing so, I 

demonstrate that critical analysis of Ernst Jünger’s recollection of the war uncovers the same 

philosophical and artistic foundations as avant-garde artists in London, Berlin, and Paris. His 

depiction of the war, despite its unabashed militarism, is therefore not at all “old” or 

“traditional,” but uniquely modern.  

A veteran of both world wars, Ernst Jünger’s place within the canon of World War I 

memoirs is complicated, as scholars find it difficult to place him within a neat category of either 

old or new, patriotic or disenchanted. Bond’s categorization of Jünger as a “fire-eater,” or one 

who seeks occasion to fight, seems appropriate. Born in 1895, Jünger volunteered for service in 

the German army in 1914 at the age of nineteen. Having fought for nearly the entire duration of 

the war, Jünger has nearly as many scars as Shakespeare’s Coriolanus. He received the Iron 

Cross First Class (Storm of Steel, 119), the Pour le Mérite (289) for battlefield bravery, and the 

scars that accompany them. At the end of the war, Jünger wrote that he “reckoned up [his 

wounds]. Leaving out trifles such as ricochets and grazes, I was hit at least fourteen times, these 

being five bullets, two shell splinters, one shrapnel ball, four hand-grenade splinters and two 

bullet splinters, which, with entry and exit wounds, left me an even twenty scars” (288). 

Scholars, critics, and authors of modernist works, including the likes of Hemingway, Fussell,10 

 
10 Fussell excoriates one scholar’s criticism of the atomic bomb in his usual ad hominem fashion, satirically writing 
that “I don’t demand that he experience having his ass shot off. I merely note that he didn’t” (“Thank God for the 
Atom Bomb,” 18)   
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and H.L. Mencken, often demand that literary descriptions of the war be made by those with 

direct experience. Surely, their gatekeeping would allow the entry of Jünger into the canon of 

World War I works. If, like Coriolanus, Jünger’s scars exemplify battlefield experience, then he 

is one of the most experienced combatants to provide testimony of the war.  

While English-speaking scholars commonly cite Jünger in their work about World War I 

testimony, his primary account of the war, Storm of Steel (1920) and his reflections of the war’s 

psychological effects, War as an Inner Experience (1922) and Fire and Blood (1925), are 

frequently alluded to among English-speaking scholars, but are rarely treated as the subjects of a 

monograph. Jünger first published his memoirs under the name In Storms of Steel: from the 

Diary of a Shock Trop Commander, Ernst Jünger, War Volunteer, and subsequently Lieutenant 

in the Rifle Regiment of Prince Albrecht of Prussia (73rd Hanoverian Regiment) privately, 

chiefly meant for members of his regiment and other war veterans (viii). He subsequently revised 

Storm of Steel eight times, with the last revision in 1961 included in his Collected Works (xii). 

Jünger gained readership in the late 1920s and was even courted by the Nazi Party, though he 

was never a member. He published several other works memorializing his experience in World 

War I, including War as Inner Experience, Fire and Blood, and Copse 125 (1925). One 

explanation for Jünger’s decentralized position in World War I scholarship may very well be his 

politics, for he belonged squarely within the German “Conservative Revolution,” the same 

ideological circle as the Nazi Party, during the Weimar Republic and professed in this period that 

he “hated democracy like the plague” (ix). Another explanation may be, of course, that Jünger 

writes in German rather than English. Scholars of English literature will therefore focus more on 

the British subalterns and American combatants than they will German perspectives. Erich Maria 

Remarque’s privileged place in the scholarship of World War I belies such an explanation, and 
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Basil Creighton first published an English translation of Storm of Steel in 1929, the year after All 

Quiet on the Western Front. Modris Eksteins’ Rites of Spring’s cites Jünger only briefly 

throughout the work, but he dedicates an entire section entitled “Memory” to analyzing 

Remarque’s biography and the influence that All Quiet had on the cultural memory of the war 

(275-299). Fussell cites Jünger three times in The Great War and Modern Memory (47, 84-85, 

213), while Jay Winter gives slightly more critical attention with six allusions throughout Sites of 

Memory, Sites of Mourning (160,198, 199, 200, 202, 203).  

English-speaking scholars have generally neglected the uniquely modernist aesthetic 

experimentation in Jünger’s work, which differentiates him from the more conservative, formally 

traditional trench poets within the British ranks. The German literary scholar Karl Heinz Bohrer 

first claimed that Jünger was best studied alongside the Modernist Avant Garde in Die Ästhetic 

des Schreckens (The Aesthetics of Terror, 1978), comparing the trench writer’s rendering of the 

war to French Surrealism and defending Jünger against accusations of fascism (Hohendahl, 248). 

Other scholars of German literature, such as Peter Uwe Hohendahl and Derek Hillard, have 

expanded upon Bohrer’s reading of Jünger’s artistic placement, highlighting how modernist 

movements impacted Jünger’s visions of the future and how his unique philosophical approach 

to pain intersects with emerging artistic technology and style of the 20th century.11 My aim is to 

contribute to the ongoing scholarship of Jünger and Modernism by comparing his 

conceptualization of suffering alongside canonized, mostly English-speaking texts recognized by 

scholars of World War I. Moreover, I consider the application of “literary primitivism” in 

Jünger’s work, comparing him to other modernist artists who idealized so-called “primitive” 

aesthetics to lament the schism between human and nature. Scholars of modernist literature and 

 
11 See Hohendahl’s “The Future as Past: Ernst Jünger’s Postwar Narrative Prose” (2013) and Hillard’s “Are There 
Painful Images? Ernst Jünger and Beholding Pain in Photography” (2014).  
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post-colonialism have applied the term “literary primitivism” to Western subjects that feel 

compelled to return, along a false teleology of societal development, to an imagined past. Such 

an escape idealizes “primitive” culture and rejects modernity. As Ben Etherington argues, 

primitivism “has been regarded as a unidirectional ideological projection from the colonizer onto 

the colonized: a racial and imperialistic ‘discourse’ according to which Western artists and 

thinkers idealize those non-Western peoples whom they suppose to be ‘primitive’” (xii). For 

Jünger, the war experience fulfills a desire to return to “primitive” existence and reunify with 

nature. This reading expands the interpretive possibilities beyond the two poles of thought—

disenchantment and patriotism—that typically govern World War I scholarship.  

 Jünger’s ubiquitous but tangential placement among English-speaking, literary scholars 

of World War I might be best explained by Bernard Bergonzi’s characterization that “the 

memoirs of Ernst Jünger, The Storm of Steel, contain passages as grim as anything in Barbusse or 

Owen, and yet Jünger wrote as a convinced militarist” (Heroes’ Twilight, 94-95). In other words, 

Jünger does not write in a mode easily cast aside as state-sponsored propaganda that was so 

commonly associated with the early works of World War I, nor can one categorize Jünger’s 

testimony as disenchanted or anti-war. His work is as horrifying and violent as any combatant 

author; his absurd descriptions of death match any English subaltern’s gore: “a headless torso 

was hammed in some shot-up beams. Head and neck were gone, white cartilage gleamed out of 

reddish-black flesh” (26) and he does not omit the suffering, both emotional and physical, that 

accompanied life on the front: “I too feel oppressed by the heavy black walls of the trenches; I 

too am yearning for warmth, for something human in this eerie desolation” (44). At times, he 

relates that as he stared “out at the dead, wire-scarred vista,” he felt “a feeling of tremendous 

disillusion” (46). His memoirs possess, at times, Hemingwayesque melancholy.  
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One striking instance of melancholy and disillusion exists in Fire and Blood, in which 

Jünger narrates the near total annihilation of his company after a guide lost his way on the front. 

After spending time recovering in the rear, Jünger learns that his company must travel to the 

front to partake in a German offensive near Brunémont. His battalion commander sends a guide 

to meet the company and direct them to the battalion headquarters. The guide, however, becomes 

disoriented in the labyrinthine tunnels on the front, and walks Jünger’s company into a territory 

observed by British artillery and direct fire positions. Jünger recalls, in the ensuing moment of 

violence, that “a magical illumination, a light piercing pink shines on,” resulting from “the 

machine gun ammunition burning with long stabbing flames, mixed with the spray of tracer 

bullets” (34).  The landscape becomes phantasmagoric, “like the damned in a Dantean vision” 

and there ensued “a terrible, many-voiced scream… hoarse and shrill, drawn out and torn off, a 

hundred-voiced uproar from a single horror” (34-35). Before partaking in the offensive, Jünger 

realizes that “the company is annihilated—scattered and fatally rejected even before the attack 

and many thousand steps away from the enemy” (35). Jünger’s recollection contain no chivalric 

undertones, no insinuation of heroism, and one is reminded of Paul Fussell’s assertion that 

“fighting” is an inaccurate descriptor of wartime experience, because “much of the time you are 

being shelled, which is not fighting but suffering” (“My War”). Indeed, Jünger seems to reject 

heroic archetypes when, after British artillery destroys most of his company, injured and dying 

soldiers crawl toward him looking for direction. He recalls that the soldier “has probably only 

ever seen the lieutenant at drill, sitting on horseback and giving orders,” when now he “can do 

nothing but pat him helplessly on the shoulder” (36). The shift from his expectation of war, a 

paradigm fueled by chivalric tales of military adventurism, to the brutal reality of helplessness 
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and suffering is akin to, if not exceeding in its visceral narrative detail, the canonical works of 

Blunden, Sassoon, and Owen.  

 This reader of Fire and Blood is struck, in this instance and many others throughout the 

memoir, by Jünger’s manic transition from melancholy to ecstatic rage. “The mood has cleared 

up again” Jünger recalls shortly after the company annihilation, and “we feel that we are being 

drawn into a new, powerful tension that keeps us awake and excited” (44) as the offensive 

begins. The offensive spirit is so palpable that he is ready to release it “like a hurricane” (44). 

Elsewhere in the memoir, Jünger describes battle as “the colorful play of the child” that “is given 

meaning by manly seriousness,” (22). Attempting to rectify these two seemingly paradoxical 

interpretations of war, he writes that “Certainly [war] is bitterly serious. But the adventure is the 

splendor that lies above the threat. The task is life, but the adventure is poetry… Therefore, let us 

not be ashamed that we are adventurers!” (22). Jünger resembles Horace over Owen in his 

reflection of battle within Storm of Steel, that “what a beautiful country [Germany] was and 

eminently worth our blood and our lives” (33). His place within the dichotomous studies of 

World War I testimony is so ambivalent because his reflections defy categorization. However, 

one certainty among Jünger’s recollections is that the suffering of the war acts ironically as a 

life-giving and creative force. 

Jünger aestheticizes the horror of violence, giving it artistic meaning that the so-called 

“disenchanted” writers often refuse to give, at least overtly. The deeply philosophical 

understanding of violence defies category, so much so that Bond must qualify Jünger’s 

placement in his category of “fire eaters” by distinguishing between Jünger and other authors, 

writing that “[Alfred] Pollard,” an emblematic fire-eater,   
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was conspicuously lacking in Jünger’s wide-ranging scientific interests and his mystical 

Teutonic approach to philosophy and politics. There were also superficially alike in 

praising the spirit of comradeship and sense of national unity which the war had 

produced and which Pollard, in particular, felt to be depressingly lacking in peacetime 

Britain in the 1920s. But Jünger’s ecstatic philosophizing in The War as Inner 

Experience (1922) lay entirely beyond Pollard’s relatively unsophisticated mental 

horizons (50). 

Jünger’s sophisticated mental horizons do not merely puzzle his own place within the memory of 

World War I, but the categories themselves. Jünger’s apparent ideological contradictions—

perceived as contradictions by post-war anthologizers—present themselves in a coherent and 

consistent reading, leading Eric Leed to write in No Man’s Land that “the fantasies of war rarely 

appear in a consistent narrative, but only as fragments of experience. For this reason it is fruitful 

to see how one individual—Ernst Jünger –shaped a consistent reading of his war experience and 

wove the fragmented images of war into a coherent vision” (117). How can the violence that so 

disenchanted the British and American “lost generation” give aesthetic meaning to a combatant-

author who arguably experienced more violence than any other author? How can Jünger, who 

Bergonzi proclaims “went through much the same experiences as his English counterparts,” who 

“records violent death, mutilation, and every kind of physical squalor and privation,” nonetheless 

“exalt war as a great and ennobling experience” (167-168)? 

 The answer lies in how Jünger and his contemporary intellectual and artistic environment 

conceptualized the European idea of primitivity and its contradistinction to the concept of 

civilization. Born out of and evolving from European colonization and anthropology,12 the idea 

 
12 The relationship between the concepts of primitivity, civilization, and European anthropology is a well-
established field. In “The Metaphysics of Modernism,” Michael Bell suggests that the idea of “primitivism allows 
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of civilization was a motivating force and rhetorical justification for the colonial project. “The 

Civilizing Mission,” as King Leopold II of Belgium called his exploitation of the Congo in 1898, 

brought to the colonized, so-called primitive world the morality and standard of living of 

European civilization (124). By the turn of the 20th century, prominent modernist artists, 

thinkers, and iconoclasts began to fundamentally question the primitive/civilized binary. Instead 

of aligning the concept of civilization with an inevitable teleological advancement of society, 

many modernist thinkers correlated civilization with artistic and emotional degradation. 

Oppositely, the concept of primitivity signified, for many modernists, a more elemental and vital 

artistic existence, and a state to which artists could and should return.13 Following this artistic 

trend, Ernst Jünger aestheticizes combat experience by likening it to the more elemental state of 

primitivity and views the suffering he and others endured at the front as a physical and 

psychological transformation to a pure and primitive state. For Jünger, this transformation 

reflects a liberation from the confines of bourgeois sensibility, social denigration, and luxury, 

and a return to an ancient masculinity realized through the experience of suffering.   

 Jünger’s idolization of suffering and primitivity reflects Oswald Spengler’s influential 

work, Decline of the West (1918), published just two years prior to the first edition of Storm of 

 
the civilized to inspect, or to indulge, itself through an imaginary opposite” (20), suggesting that early European 
anthropology was not a study of colonial peoples, but of European culture itself. The creation of the “primitive” 
subject and its effects on colonized peoples can be found in many works, most importantly for this study Johannes 
Fabian’s Time and the other: How anthropology makes its object (1983) and John Bodley’s 1975 work entitled 
Victims of Progress. These works highlight how colonization and anthropology created ideas of primitivity and 
civilization to exploit and dominate colonial subjects.  
 
13 The modernist’s fixation with the so-called “primitive” is well-explained by Modris Ekstein’s important 
contribution to the field of World War I and modernism studies Rites of Spring: The Great War and the Birth of the 
Modern Age (1989). Eksteins defines modernism as a romantic, anti-rational celebration of primitivity, a deliverance 
from bourgeois sensibility, and a spiritual rebirth through the vitality of art. He writes that “the essential features of 
the modern revolt” are “the overt hostility to inherited form; the fascination with primitivity and indeed with 
anything that contradicts the notion of civilization” (52). Additionally, David Richard’s “At Other Times: 
Modernism and the ‘Primitive’” provides a historical account of how the concept of primitivity influenced the 
modernist avant-garde, including Picasso, Virginia Woolf, D.H. Lawrence, E.M. Forster, and T.S. Eliot (74).  
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Steel. In Decline, Spengler presents a model of historical development centered on two 

fundamental concepts: culture, which correlates to early anthropological ideas of primitivity, and 

civilization, a stage in which a society privileges intellectualism and dispassionate rationality.  

Spengler describes culture and civilization as “the two souls” of Goethe’s Faust (27). 

Civilization, according to Spengler, is “the organic-logical sequel, fulfilment and finale of a 

culture” (31). Civilization is the historical point at which culture decays, a state whose 

characteristics are “unspiritual, unphilosophical, devoid of art, clannish to the point of brutality, 

aiming relentless at tangible success” (32). Oppositely, culture springs “with primitive strength 

from the soil of a mother-region” (21). Spengler argues, as indicated in the book’s title, that the 

West had reached the point of civilization and lost the life force and passions of culture, a 

development that would inevitably precede its decline. Personalizing Spengler’s model of 

historical development, Jünger conceptualizes the battlefield as an atavistic return to a passionate 

and vital primitive state. Like Faust, who rejects the dispassionate intellectualism of his 

advanced age and situates himself alongside a devil to return to passionate vitalism, Jünger 

travels through a dark underworld in the front to return to a primitive self. 

 Allusions to satanic or demonic forces are ubiquitous across Jünger’s memoirs. The 

shells that constantly harass Jünger and his compatriots are “full of demonic life” and are 

“groping fists of hell” (WIE, 84). After the near annihilation of his company after being led 

astray by a disoriented guide, he recalls “bodies that writhe like amphibians in a boiling lake, like 

the damned in a Dantean vision” (FB, 35). Jünger does not merely employ demonic allusions to 

the external environment, but also his own psychological state. He describes his lust for violence 

before an offensive as a “demonic summons” within his consciousness (FB, 66), like 

Mephistopheles beckoning Faust toward temptation. At once external and internal, the hellscape 
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that Jünger creates in his recollections not only signifies the destruction of civilization and the 

physical transformation to a primitive state, but a psychological return to primitivity.   

 Jünger was not alone in psychologizing the concept of primitivity; early psychoanalytic 

work incorporated primitive states into its model of the human psyche. Sigmund Freud’s The 

Interpretation of Dreams (1899) lays out what would soon be the foundations of psychoanalysis: 

the study of the unconscious mind, repression, and making conscious that which is repressed. 

Employing the classical14 logic that dreams reflect human “nature” with a uniquely modern 

innovation, Freud’s chief proposition in Interpretation of Dreams is that dreams liberate the 

mind against the confinement of waking logic and reason. In fact, Freud’s fundamental 

interpretation of dreams is that they are the fulfilment of wishes (143). Some dreams very clearly 

reflect the fulfillment of wishes; if one is hungry or thirsty physically and has a dream that their 

appetite or thirst is satiated, interpreting the dream as a wish fulfillment requires no in-depth 

analysis. However, to anyone who has ever experienced what we would call a nightmare or an 

anxiety dream, Freud’s thesis sounds absurd in the utmost, which is a concession that Freud 

readily makes (159). It is precisely Freud’s explanation of why these nightmares or anxiety 

dreams are, in fact, fulfillments of wishes that produce the same tension between primitivity and 

civilization. Anxiety dreams are the primitive, natural desires of the unconscious seeking 

liberation from the oppressive influence of the reason, logic, and morality associated with 

civilization.  

 
14 By classical, I mean here ancient Greek. Aristotle, according to Freud, defined dreams as “mental activity of the 
sleeper in so far as he is asleep” but nonetheless attributed demonic, rather than divine, influences. Since dreams 
followed “the laws of the human spirit,” they were daemonic insofar as they reflected human nature (36). In 
Aristotle’s telling, dreams amplify the impressions of our waking-lives: “Men think that they are walking through 
fire and are tremendously hot [in a dream], when there is only a slight heating about certain parts” (cited by Freud, 
37). Freud himself generally agrees with this assertion, writing that dreams originate “from what we have already 
experienced wither externally or internally” (44). 
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Prefiguring his later formulations of the id, ego, and superego, Freud suggests that two 

forces are at work in dreams: one desires while the other represses. Freud argues that  

[w]e may therefore suppose that dreams are given their shape in individual human 

beings by the operation of two psychical forces (or we may describe them as 

currents or systems); and that one of these forces constructs the wish which is 

expressed by the dream, while the other exercises a censorship upon this dream 

wish and, by the use of that censorship, forcibly brings about a distortion in the 

expression of the wish. (168)  

In other words, the desires and wishes within the dream disguise themselves from censorship, 

which Freud calls distortion in dreams. Anxiety, stress, and fear result from the tension between 

the two psychic forces. What is distressing to the wishing agency fulfills the wishes of the 

censoring force, and what the censoring force desires the wishing agency rejects. In Freud’s 

telling: “that distressing dreams do in fact contain something which is distressing to the second 

agency, but something which at the same time fulfils a wish on the part of the first agency” 

(170). While two psychic forces are at work in dreams, an important implication in Freud’s 

argument is that the dream is an avenue for primitive (i.e., lacking in rationality, reason, and 

morality) desires to surface, even if in disguised form.  

Ernst Jünger’s frequent use of dreams as an experiential paradigm underscores the same 

principles that the avant-garde celebrates: a rejection of rationality, civilization in the form of 

bourgeois sensibility, and the liberation of primitive impulses and desires, resulting in a bond 

between individual and community, as well as individual and his environment. Clearly 

influenced by psychoanalytic paradigms, Jünger recreates his wartime experience through the 

paradigm of dreams. Indeed, he uses the framework of dreams strikingly often to describe the 



82 
 

environment of battle throughout his memoirs, and he does so to suggest the boiling, 

unconscious primitivity emerging from the war’s dream landscape. “There was something 

dreamlike about the [war],” he recalls, “terror in the guise of the absurd” (Storm of Steel, 30). He 

describes his time in battle as “sleepingwalking through this storm” (230) of steel. Life in the 

trenches, Jünger explains “feels like something in a dream—incredibly remote” (45). Jünger 

watches all the men around him, wounded and dying, “dreaming in a world of their own" (283). 

There is celebration, indeed intoxication, in Jünger’s use of dreams as an experiential descriptor. 

As we will see in the following section, Jünger’s wartime dreamscape enables a liberation from 

the confines of bourgeois sensibility and the fulfillment of Spenglerian culture.  

 “If we sent letters home,” Jünger writes in War as Inner Experience, “we…described the 

outward appearance of war, not its soul” (40). The soul of the war, in Jünger’s recollection, relies 

on both the aestheticization of primitivity celebrated by avant-garde modernists and the 

psychologization of primitivity theorized by Freud. The trench environment on the Western 

Front destroyed European conceptions of civilization, notably its security from suffering, which 

placed the combatant within the imagined environment of the primitive. Jünger imagines the 

primitive condition as liberation from civilized security, sensibility, morality, and rationality. 

Ultimately, for Jünger, the primitive condition unlocks an ancient masculinity which revitalizes a 

life force unseen in civilized society. Jünger’s emphasis on psychical suffering does not negate, 

but instead intensifies, the psychological transformation he attributes to the front’s primitive 

setting. By viewing this suffering through the lens of dreams, Jünger psychologizes the suffering 

experience, implying that the dream world of suffering unlocks a primitive condition within the 

unconscious psyche. Liberated physically and psychologically, life in the trenches becomes art 

and battle becomes sublime.   
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 The physical environment transports the soldier from the world of civilization to a 

psychological landscape of fear and primitivity. Transported to the front in 1914, Jünger and his 

compatriots encounter what he describes as a “landscape of horror (94) in which “fear awakens 

with its thousand tentacles and thickens until it seems omnipotent.” He describes the landscape at 

the front as “a black and painful plain, endless studded with fiery dots” (WIE, 84). Death, 

insecurity, and precariousness now replace the comforts of the modern, urbanized society from 

which Jünger came. Like Freud’s conception of nightmares that reflect two opposing 

psychological forces, Jünger sees the suffering endured by the combatant as tension between the 

security of civilization and the precarity of primitivity. Early in his time on the front, Jünger 

relates that “I too feel oppressed by the heavy black walls of the trenches; I too am yearning for 

warmth, for something human in this eerie desolation. At night, the landscape emanates a curious 

cold; a sort of emotional cold” (44). Still a new soldier on the front, he has not yet escaped the 

yearning for security that living within civilization conditioned him to desire. The new reality of 

the front leaves a phantasmagoric, nightmarish impression. As suffering increases, so too does its 

psychological effect on the young soldier. At night on the front, Jünger recalls the insects that 

create “repugnant tangle of creeping, crawling creatures… one hears the screeching cries of 

victims subjected to the insidious attack of greedy, murder-trained teeth and claws, ready to tear 

them from their sleep, from their lair, from their warm nest, to death” (WIE, 4). Insects and rats 

terrorize the soldiers on the front, but their presence in Jünger’s recollection does more than 

reflect a devastating annoyance; the insects transport the soldier from a life of comfort to the 

dread of a nightmare. Pests become both supernatural and eerie and a physical manifestation of 

the enemy; they mercilessly attack any attempts by the soldiers at rest or comfort, resulting in not 

the physical death of the soldier but the metaphorical death of the soldier’s life of civilized 
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comfort. Here lies the central tension of Freud’s nightmare: the civilized and conscious self, 

afraid of burgeoning primitive impulses unlocked by such a precarious setting. 

War destroys civilization, both metaphorically and physically. Scholars routinely point 

out that war testimonies describe the landscape as foreign, desolate, and desert-like.15 Jünger is 

no exception. He recalls that “If you stepped outside the door of your hut, you felt the 

intimidating sense of emptiness that oftentimes comes over the cowboy, the Bedouin, and other 

inhabitants of wild, desert spaces” (Storm of Steel, 257). Jünger’s choice of words connotes more 

than descriptions of environmental destruction. Emptiness operates as a description of both the 

physical and emotional space of the observer. Emptiness is sorrow and disillusion, as well as a 

description of the environment impacted by ceaseless destruction. Jünger’s allusion to the 

cowboy suggests the environment is not merely empty, but also a frontier; somewhere 

discovered but not yet civilized. Remote. Jünger very plainly perceives the environment as a 

frontiersman would, on the edge between civilization and an unknown wilderness, remarking 

that “[w]e were all roving around in an enormous dump somewhere off the edge of the charted 

world” (114). The men who survive on these frontier lands do so by matching the wildness of the 

environment, not by civilizing it. The nomadism at the heart of Jünger’s Bedouin allusion 

suggests that he conceptualizes the landscape as a home to undomesticated and therefore 

uncivilized peoples, living with, rather than cultivating, the land.    

 Jünger’s “landscape of horror” and the primitive impulse that he feels create communal 

bonds unseen in areas described as “civilization.”  Like many of memoirists of the war, Jünger 

fondly remembers the egalitarian camaraderie of front-fighting men, and shares in the antipathy 

 
15 See Samuel Hynes essay “The Death of Landscape.” Hynes explains that Wilfred Owen, the emblematic World 
War I memorialist, describes a “radically defamiliarized landscape, absolutely unlike England or any other 
landscape on earth” (181).  
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toward staff officers who, in the imaginations of the fighting men, exist in a state of far greater 

wealth and privilege. He remembers living “together very harmoniously” with the other officers 

at the front, stressing their mutual lack of resources: “On some days, there was herring with 

boiled potatoes and dripping [sic], which was considered quite a feast.” However, it is this 

bonding in relative poverty that bring the men together: “in the memory, such congenial hours 

made up for other days of blood, filth and work” (Storm of Steel 63). Such congeniality is not 

offered to staff officers, whose work Jünger considers tedious, unnecessary, and only emerging 

when actual fighting ceases. Annoyed by the constant amount of paperwork that staff officers 

cause him to do, Jünger recalls that front line men would lament “‘oh, if only there’d be a bit of 

bombardment so we could get some peace!’” Whenever there was violence, the staff officer 

would disappear, unwilling to partake in the war’s most ugly realities like the fighting men. 

Jünger concludes that “it’s true too: a couple of heavy bombs only contribute to the overall 

feeling of cosiness: we’re left to ourselves, and the tedious pen-pushing stops” (49). The mutual 

endurance of hardship as well as the mutual lack of resources create, in Jünger’s memory, the 

most harmonious environment. In Jünger’s telling, “battle brings men together” (195). War not 

only brings men together, but also strengthens them. Jünger remembers that his fellow soldiers 

possessed a quality that emphasizes the savagery of war. Front-fighting men had “an objective 

relish for danger, the chevalieresque urge to prevail in battle. Over four years, the fire smelted an 

ever-purer, ever-bolder warriorhood” (140). The deprivation of the front unifies and strengthens 

the men who endure it. Suffering hardens the men living in primordial danger.  

 Jünger remembers his actual enemy—the British, French, and Indian forces fighting 

opposite him—with almost the same fondness with which he remembers his comrades, and 

without any of the antipathy he shows toward non-suffering staff officers.  Throughout his 
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memoirs, he praises his enemies’ bravery on the battlefield. Jünger professes that “it was always 

[his] endeavour to view [his] opponent without animus, and to form an opinion of him as a man 

on the basis of the courage he showed” (Storm of Steel, 58). Such courage is infrequently 

demonstrated, in Jünger’s recollection, through the skill of killing, but rather the endurance of 

suffering. Jünger recalls defending against a British offensive, where only two British soldiers 

made it across German wire installments. Both were shot and killed, but one sergeant 

“practically had both legs sheared off by hand-grenade splinters.” Nevertheless, the sergeant 

“with stoical calm… kept his pipe clenched between his teeth to the end” (125). Jünger 

remembers that this incident and others like it “left [him] pleasantly impressed with their bravery 

and manliness” (125). Here bravery and manliness reflect a stoic endurance of pain, an 

acceptance and tolerance of extreme suffering. Jünger’s memoirs create communities that defy 

national boundaries and the appearances of uniforms; rather, he memorializes communities of 

suffering against those who hid behind civilized security. 

 The most pressing enemy to this community of stoic sufferers is the omnipresent, 

demonic force of nightmares: constant death from an unseeable and unpredictable abstraction. 

Here artillery plays a pronounced role in making the enemy an abstraction rather than a man. The 

ubiquitous shelling hides the face of the enemy, replacing him with artillery fire that attacks like 

“beasts of prey, wrangling over a victim” (Storm of Steel, 265). Rather than being attacked by a 

man, the soldier is attacked by a storm of steel and death, so that Jünger feels as though he is 

fighting a god rather than an army of men. He recalls that “The enemy manifests itself as an 

instrument of gigantic and impersonal energy, a blind destiny throwing random blows” (WIE, 

93). The blows of steel monopolize the combatant’s senses, creating “an increasing hissing 

sound, like horrible predatory beasts” (68), the stench of filth and death, and the taste of blood 
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within the combatant’s mouth, resulting in a “grisly chorus of pain and cries for help” (Storm of 

Steel, 225). With a ghost and god-like enemy, the terrain of the battlefield becomes increasing 

abstracted from the former lives of Jünger and his compatriots, within a realm that defies logical 

causation and rationality. Likening the experience of the front to art, Jünger recalls that “This 

motionless destruction was so frightening that the imagination mounted on a pale nags sketching 

life forms as Goya’s brush might have drawn them, life forms peeking out from every corner of 

the burning buildings until they merged into a horrid circle” (WIE, 18). Jünger’s existence at the 

front becomes increasingly fantastic, supernatural, and abstract as the destruction around him 

increases.  

Jünger use of inhuman and increasingly abstract agencies to describe his wartime 

experience models an artistic trend in the modernist avant-garde, who themselves were 

influenced by so-called “primitive” art on display in colonial exhibits throughout London, Berlin, 

and Paris around the turn of the 20th century. Because colonial administrations knew so little 

about the context and locality of the art they transported from colonial lands back to Europe, 

“primitive” art became an empty vessel, or an abstraction, which European artists and thinkers 

filled according to their own needs. The abstraction of primitive art took on the frustrated angst 

of European, avant-garde artists against what they saw as the decadence of Western Culture.16 

The German art historian Wilhelm Worringer wrote his influential Abstraction and Empathy in 

1908 which attests that primitive fear drives artistic production, and because the primitive man 

suffers from a terrifying, precarious world he is compelled to artistic abstractions to escape it 

 
16 One cannot overlook the irony that it was the western world’s lack of cultural awareness, its exploitation of 
colonized people, and its racist teleology of associating colonial peoples with their collective, primordial past, that 
helped influence the iconoclastic movement of modernist art, and that modernist thinkers and artists used the 
philosophical biases of western society to criticize western society. 
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(Richards, 71). Worringer juxtaposes primal angst against the security of Western Art, or 

empathy as the title suggests, which he claims is removed from its primal fears. Writing in “At 

Other Times: Modernism and the ‘Primitive,’” David Richards describes the avant-garde’s 

fascination with primitive art as a rejection of Western civilization, stating that modernist art 

theorists believed that: “The history of Western art shows the eclipse of abstraction by 

naturalism, and the triumph of empathy over anguish, but the urge to abstraction not only ‘stands 

at the beginning’ but ‘remains the dominant tendency’” among artists (72). Security against 

suffering, realized through technological productions of the western world, masks a primal drive 

to create art in a style of abstraction. Worringer’s views concerning primitive art were widely 

influential in modernist artistic culture beyond Germany’s borders, influencing T.E. Hulme, 

Roger Fry17, D.H. Lawrence, E.M Forster, Virginia Woolf, and T.S. Eliot (Richards, 73-74), and 

helped spawn the movements of surrealism, imagism, German expressionism, post-

impressionism, and psychoanalysis, among others (73-74). By engaging in primitivist 

abstractions, according to their line of thought, avant-garde thinkers liberated themselves from 

the burdens of western security and its subsequent and artificial social sensibilities, unlocking a 

primordial creativity and artistic drive. By returning to an imagined past, artists could renew 

artistic vitality and regenerate the future of western art. In Richards’ telling, “the main purpose of 

primitive art [according to modernists] is its role in bringing about the next cycle of renewal in 

Western culture” (75). Although substantiated by fear, Jünger’s employment of abstractions 

reveals that his phantasmagoric environment is both horrific and liberatory.  

 
17 Whose influential essay “The Art of the Bushmen,” which argues that primitive art could help western art “regain 
its power to express emotional ideas,” was widely read in the English-speaking world (within Fry’s Vision and 
Design (1920), cited in Richards, 74) 
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Jünger’s horrific description of the front matches and exceeds in its brutality the 

battlefield descriptions of many so-called “disenchanted” World War I memoirists, but he 

assigns a uniquely modernist meaning to the suffering. For Jünger, the war’s deprivation unlocks 

a primordial existence in which man suffers under the harsh conditions of the environment. 

Jünger’s nightmare, like Freud’s anxiety dreams, represents a fight between two opposing 

psychic forces: civilization and primitivity. Suffering “stamped the trench soldier with the mark 

of the animal, the mark of the uncertain, the fateful, and the elemental, in an environment as 

charged with menace as in primeval times” (WIE 22). The trench warrior become “a perfect type 

whose inner and outer words” were in “complete harmony” (48). As though going back into an 

imagined primordial past, Jünger believes that environmental deprivation and suffering awake a 

long-stifled unconscious drive, a “heritage of primitive man” (22). Jünger believes that the 

nightmare of front existence unlocks a repressed, animal urge long suppressed by bourgeoise 

sensibility and material dependence. He recalls that “these shells are full of demonic life, 

treacherous, groping fists of hell. They are like a strange intoxication from which there is no 

escape, a gnashing of teeth, a rising, a swelling, a roaring, a vortex that hurls the brain into 

abysses of unconsciousness” (WIE, 84). What Freud called the id, the instinctual self, located 

within the unconscious psyche, boils to the surface when the primitive environment enables it to. 

Just as avant-garde artists throughout Europe, Jünger employs the abstraction of primitivity to 

reject the decadence he sees in Western, materialistic culture. He imagines the civilized man as 

weak and unfulfilled, sleeping “blissfully on the comfortable and inlaid carpets of a polished 

civilization, filed, woven without making noise, wrapped in habit and in pleasant forms.” The 

soldier suffering at the front, however, realizes that “[t]here is still much beast in him…when the 

wave curve of life swings back to the red line of the primitive, the mask falls; naked as ever he 
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bursts forth, the primal man, the cave hermit in all the unbridledness of his unleashed impulses” 

(WIE, 6).  

 These primitivist impulses precipitate a shift in morality and sensibility in the trenches. 

Like colonial anthropologists and European thinkers before him,18 Jünger conceptualizes the 

primitive man as acting on impulse, beholden to ephemeral desire. He remarks that “war is as 

human as the sex drive” (WIE, 34). At the turn of the 20th century, there is no better conceptual 

paradigm than the dream for such impulsive desires to find fruition. A contemporary of Freud’s 

argues that “dreams… run their course… according to the laws of bare ideas or of organic 

stimuli… without being in any way affected by reflection or commonsense or aesthetic taste or 

moral judgement” (Interpretation of Dreams, 87). “The Germs and hints of evil impulses” (97) 

according to another contemporaneous dream theorists, find an outlet within dreams. “Thus in 

dreams,” Freud writes, “man stands self-revealed in all his native nakedness and poverty. As 

soon as he suspends the exercise of his will, he becomes the plaything of all the passions against 

which he is defended while he is awake by his conscience” (101). Unburdened by the morality of 

waking life and the repression of civilization, the soldier acts according to his impulses. Before 

battle, Jünger recalls that “today not even a thought goes to their bourgeois circles full of good 

 
18 The concept of morality served as a key distinction between so-called primitive and civilized persons among 
European, colonial thinkers. Alfred Russel Wallace argues in Contributions to the Theory of Natural Selection: A 
Series of Essays (1870), that “[t]he intellectual and moral…qualities of the European are superior” to his imagined, 
primitive counterpart (207).  G. W. F. Hegel excoriates the perceived immorality of Africans in Philosophy of 
History (1830-31), specifically within his section “The African Character.” Hegel writes that “[a]mong the Negroes 
moral sentiments are quite weak, or more strictly speaking, non-existent” (195). Hegel considers primitive societies 
immoral because they exist in a previous stage of human development. Civilized individuals realize their 
individuality and their freedom, whereas the primitive Africans have “not yet attained to the realization of any 
substantial objective existence” (193). Because primordial man neither recognizes his own objective and 
independent existence or his freedom, “Tyranny is regarded as no wrong, and cannibalism is looked upon as quite 
customary and proper” (194). Herbert Spencer, writing in “Emotional and Intellectual Nature of Primitive Man” 
within his publication Principles of Sociology (1874-75), argues that primitive men “repress sympathy” and that the 
communal bonds which hold “egoism in check” do not exist in a savage state (216). Early anthropologists argued 
that because the primitive man is led by impulse, he has no regard for his fellow man’s feeling and therefore no 
regard for a communal morality.  
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manners and good wine” (WIE, 97). He writes without shame that he feels a “twinge of arousal” 

as he “rammed clips of live ammunition” into the magazines of his weapons. (Storm of Steel, 8). 

Danger was an “escape into the thicket of intoxication” which allows the soldier “to forget the 

dangers in lust” (30). Sex becomes a purely primal drive to be satiated immediately. Jünger 

describes soldiers fulfilling sexual needs “with a clenched fist and without a lot of flattery” for 

they “had no time for the lengthy seduction, for romantic complications, for all the tricks dear to 

even the most miserable bourgeois woman. [The soldier] wanted everything now” (WIE, 31). We 

see in Jünger’s conception of primitivity the full realization of an imagined masculine sexuality 

and the immediate fulfillment of ephemeral desires long attributed to colonial peoples within 19th 

century European thought.  

 Like Jünger, the avant-garde celebrated the fulfillment of desire and the satiation of 

“primitive” impulse as authentic and necessary against the artificiality of civilized moral 

convention. Desire is fundamental and convention is unnecessary. Explaining early modernist 

artistic movements, Modris Eksteins writes that  

Impressionism, which broke down color and light, and cubism, which broke down 

solid form, were not French styles but something approximating ‘barbarism’… If 

an important impulse behind experimentation in the arts at the turn of the century 

was a quest for liberation, a break, in aesthetic and moral terms, from central 

authority, from patriarchy, from bourgeois conformity, from, in short, a European 

tradition that had been dictated to a large extent from Paris, then it was no surprise 

that much of the psychological and spiritual momentum for this break came from 

the periphery, geographical, social, generational, and sexual. The emphasis on 

youth, sensuality, homosexuality, the unconscious, the primitive, and the socially 
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deprived originated in large part not in Paris but on the borders of traditional 

hegemony. (48) 

Jünger’s trench morality, rooted in the same imaginative state as the avant-garde, came from a 

physical and psychological periphery. In one sense, the soldiers were at the periphery of a 

physical civilization, in the midst of destruction, on the “front” closest to an enemy. Jünger also 

imagines a peripheral psychological space, at the edge of an imagined border between primitivity 

and civilization. On this border, sex becomes a purely animal urge, likened to killing. The rifle 

becomes a phallus capable of destruction and regeneration, causing rape—men satisfied their 

sexual impulse “with a clenched fist”—to be a part of man’s natural order. The conflation of sex 

and killing, the drive to create life and the drive to eliminate it, realizes the full definition of 

“barbarism” which so enticed the avant-garde.  

 Jünger believes that any attempt to apply moral judgement to his trench morality stems 

from the poisonous tree of bourgeois moral codes, which the avant-garde and Jünger decried as 

artificial. We must define what, for Jünger, separates the elemental and the artificial, the 

primitive and the civilized. The imagined primitive moral code, or lack thereof, is rooted in a 

deeply individual sensual experience, whereas collective and communal standards define 

civilized morality. Eksteins remarks that German culture, especially the German avant-garde, at 

the turn of the century emphasized individual rather than communal morality. “[F]reedom was 

ethical not social,” Eksteins describes, “innere Frieheit, inner freedom, was far more important 

than liberty and quality. For the German idealist, Kultur was a matter of spiritual cultivation, not 

external form. Germanness was, by necessity, a matter of spiritual association rather than 

geographical or even racial delineation” (67). If personal and individual “freedom,” is ethical, 
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rather than political, and it is realized individually rather than communally defined, its realization 

requires a uniquely individual and spiritual experience. 

 Jünger conceptualizes the suffering endured on the front as a means to attain the fullest 

vitality and artistic expression because it is overwhelmingly sensuous. At one point in the war, 

Jünger leads a small team that conducts reconnaissance ahead of the front-line troops. He and a 

small group of soldiers crawl across “no-man’s land,” attempting to find enemy sentry posts, 

identify defense weaknesses in the enemy line, and capture guards to collect intelligence on 

enemy operations. Low-crawling across “no-man’s land,” Jünger remembers that:  

These moments of nocturnal prowling leave an indelible impression. Eyes and 

ears are tensed to the maximum, the rustling approach of strange feet in the tall 

grass is an unutterably mincing thing…You tremble with two contradictory 

impulses: the heightened awareness of the huntsman, and the terror of the quarry. 

You are a world to yourself, saturated with the appalling aura of the savage 

landscape. (Storm of Steel, 71) 

The sheer amount of excitation, of sensual stimuli, inundating the body overwhelms Jünger. In 

War as Inner Experience, he writes that the overpowering “energies that until that moment had 

remained twisted in a cumbersome gear [by civilization] went off the beaten path to converge in 

a prodigious sensory expression” (WIE, 29). These overwhelming sensory experiences don’t 

debilitate him, they regenerate and revitalize him. He recalls that “[t]here is something 

stimulating about such excursions; the heart beats a little faster, and one is bombarded by fresh 

ideas,” conceptualizing the experience as the literal awakening of life through the heightened 

beating of the heart and a creative regeneration, with ideas furiously entering his mind. Even 

though the cacophony of senses results, in Jünger’s telling, in an “appalling aura of the savage 
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landscape,” it nonetheless differentiates him from a collective: “you are a world to yourself” 

(Storm of Steel, 71). The excursion’s extreme physical effects create an inner, psychological 

whole, differentiated from any identity granted to him by civilization and society. For Jünger, 

individual realization betrays the artificiality of moral and ethical norms, as well as their capacity 

to repress the individual.  

 Jünger’s conception of primitivity emphasizes the role of experience over rationality, 

intellect, and moral philosophy. His perception of time at the front as a dream illuminates the 

role of experience over reason. Contemporaneous dream-theorists thought that “falling asleep at 

once involves the loss of our mental activities, namely our power of giving intentional guidance 

to the sequence of our ideas” (Interpretation of Dreams 83). While dreams facilitated mental 

activity, theorists believed that the rational function of the mind rested, allowing illogical 

hallucinations to take their place. Freud writes that “we appear not to think but to experience; 

that is to say, we attach complete belief to the hallucinations” (Interpretation of Dreams 79). In 

the same way, Jünger attaches belief to the individual sensory stimuli he experiences at the front, 

making meaning and truth in a self-defining world of his own. Any inherited knowledge, passed 

down from one generation to another through books, Jünger decries as artificial. Direct 

experience is the only valid form of epistemology. Thus, Jünger proclaims that “the delicate cult 

of the mind disappeared in the noisy rebirth of barbarism. Other gods were placed on the throne 

of everyday life: energy, brute force, virile courage” (WIE, 28). One moment of battle, of 

suffering on the front, produced in the soldier a truth “clearer than the wisdom of all the books 

and universities in the world” (WIE, 33). 

 Jünger was not alone in privileging experience over reason; indeed, the philosophical 

foundations of modernism, specifically in the context of German modernism, reoriented 
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epistemology away from the Enlightenment’s focus on rationality toward individual 

phenomenology. Eksteins explains that “Nietzsche’s tirades against objectivity became 

increasingly popular after his death in 1900… History’s truths could be approached only 

intuitively, not by a critical method. History was art, not science. German thinkers were in the 

vanguard of the reorientation—or dismantling—of nineteenth-century historical thought, in the 

revolt against empiricism and positivism” (Eksteins, 194-95). Many avant-garde movements 

emphasized the individual interpretation of abstraction rather than a methodological or scientific 

criticism of art. Another German soldier, fighting on the eastern front, writes that “If the meaning 

and goal of human life is to get beyond the mere form of existence, then we’ve achieved a lot 

already in life, and regardless of our fate today or tomorrow, we know more than hundred-year-

olds and philosophers” (cited by Eksteins, 201).  

 The epistemology of experience and pain, according to Jünger, creates an insuperable 

boundary between those on the front, living barbarously, and those living in civilization. Jünger 

believes that civilians will never undergo the individual journey for self-realization and truth 

because of the inhibiting effects of civilized sensibility, morality, and rationality. He writes that 

those confined by the “four walls of rationality” (WIE, 90) can never truly understand the reality 

of the trenches and can therefore never realize life in its most elemental form. Any attempts at 

understanding are futile, as “all cautionary voices, from Suttner to Kant, will seem like childish 

talk. Blood has its own unstoppable rules, before which any experience sinks” (WIE, 92). While 

the suffering soldier lives “in a place beyond understanding, beyond imagination” (Eksteins, 

229), the civilian lives unknowingly burdened by the comforts of civilization. This, according to 

Eksteins, resulted in “[a] common feeling among soldiers… that their experience at the front had 

created an insurmountable barrier between them and civilians” (Eksteins, 228). 



96 
 

 In the modernist vein of conflating history and myth, Jünger proclaims that the trench 

experience transforms men into a “Lansquenet,” the name of 15th and 16th century German 

mercenaries. Literally meaning “Servant of the Land,” a lansquenet is not merely a ferocious 

warrior, but also a self-realized, creative force that reaches the psychological and artistic 

pinnacle of human passions. Like an ascetic, the lansquenet must endure the most extreme 

deprivation to reach self-actualization. After an attack, Jünger remembers that he was wounded 

and feared that he would die soon. He recalls that “As I came down heavily on the bottom of the 

trench, I was convinced it was all over.” Suddenly Jünger remembers being “utterly happy” 

because he “understood, as in a flash of lightning, the true inner purpose and form of my life” 

(Storm of Steel, 281). The closer Jünger is to death, the more the inner purpose of life is 

illuminated. The trench is “not only a wall and a bastion between worlds in battle, but also a wall 

and a dark den of hearts that it has sucked in and expelled in its constant metamorphosis” (WIE, 

17). From its darkness one understands his boiling unconscious self, his vitalism, his 

authenticity. “The point of crystallization seemed to have been reached,” Jünger recalls, “the 

superman was close” (WIE, 2-3).  Victory, as Modris Eksteins points out,19 is not merely a 

tactical one on the battlefield but reaching inner freedom. The war for Jünger is a spiritual 

journey in which “spiritual and life-enhancing” victories are primarily celebrated and “territorial 

and material” gains are their side-effect (Eksteins, 155). Victory is deliverance from bourgeois 

repression and the regeneration of one’s primal self.  

 Having reached the pinnacle of human passions, the lansquenet does not make art. The 

lansquenet is art. Eksteins notes that “if there has been a single principal theme in [20th century] 

aesthetics, it is that the life of the imagination and the life of action are on and the same” (4). For 

 
19 See Ekstein’s chapter “Journey to the Interior” within Rites of Spring for an excellent explanation of spiritual 
victory among German troops of World war I.  
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the avant-garde, art transcends “reason, didacticism, and a moral purpose: art has become 

provocation and event” (15). Like Nietzsche’s Übermensch, the lansquenet is the embodiment of 

vitality, so that his every action is inherently aesthetic, his every movement artistic. Thus, Jünger 

throws grenades in battle “as in a ballet” (Storm of Steel, 214), the fiery atmosphere of no-man’s 

land is his “dance-floor,” as he leaps from one trench to another in a murderous rage. In unison, 

German attackers “danced like a row of ghosts through the white seethings mists of the flattened 

drip” (232) and in a “beserk rage,” Jünger recalls “the overwhelming desire to kill lent wings to 

my stride” (232). The lansquenet needs no superior form of representation, he is the embodiment 

of life and art. “Today,” Jünger writes of his time in the trenches, “we write poems of steel and 

compositions of reinforced concrete, we fight for power in battles whose rhythm boasts machinic 

precision” (WIE, 101). 

 While scholars often juxtapose Jünger’s aestheticized militarism with the British 

subalterns and American “lost generation,” the German fire-eater brings the often subdued and 

implied epistemology of pain of other writers into prominence. In my first chapter, I demonstrate 

how Hemingway and Blunden rely on many of the same epistemological assumptions as Jünger: 

The endurance of pain and suffering yields an insider knowledge that those without direct 

experience of combat can never achieve. We will see in the next chapter that the transformative 

power Jünger associates with suffering is not confined to the front. Edith Wharton’s novel A Son 

at the Front (1923) emphasizes the artistic transformation of bereavement and mourning, while 

Willa Cather’s One of Ours (1922) details the journey of jettisoning the familiarity of a previous, 

civilian life in favor of an existence defined by meaningful suffering and sacrifice. Though 

Jünger’s work seems antithetical to the affective responses posed by the most canonical British, 
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American, and German World War I works, his oeuvre serves to remind us of the assumptions 

on which the canon relies.  
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CHAPTER 3 
 

Beyond Entrenchment: Cather, Wharton, and the Memory of World War I 

 

 This chapter focuses on two authors who stubbornly resist the many polarities created in 

the literary aftermath of World War I. Willa Cather, Edith Wharton, and their fictional portrayals 

of the war, One of Ours (1922) and A Son at the Front (1923), respectively, stand in defiance of 

the two schools outlined in the first and second chapters of this book. The disenchanted writers 

posit that the pain and suffering of the war are a tragic but authority-producing phenomenon, 

whereas Ernst Jünger sees the phenomenology of suffering as a spiritual transformation 

liberating him from the decadence of civilization into an imaged state of primitivity. Cather and 

Wharton enter a no-man’s land of pain’s significance and transformative potential, where the 

phenomenology of suffering is complex and uncategorizable. The primary arguments of this 

chapter are that Cather’s One of Ours demonstrates how national and transnational systems of 

identity formation in World War I borrowed from and expanded on previous traditions of 

suffering, like Christianity and other religious practices. Cather underscores the creation of life-

meaning and identity through suffering endured in the war. Wharton’s A Son at the Front details 

both the integrative and disintegrative outcomes of suffering, and the role of the artist during 

war. Crucially, both authors highlight the suffering commonly ignored in war novel tradition: 

bereavement. Whereas both the enchanted and disillusioned camp of World War I authors often 

cast the civilian population as weak bystanders or war-promoters, Cather and Wharton seriously 

consider the transformative potential of bereavement and so-called home-front suffering and 

trauma.  
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 The place of Cather and Wharton among World War I authors and in the tradition of war 

literature is still undefined. Early anthologizing efforts of the war’s literature often exclude both 

authors. Fussell’s The Great War and Modern Memory (1975) omits any mention of either 

author, as does his anthology of modern war The Bloody Game (1991). Samuel Hynes’ A War 

Imagined: The First World War and English Culture (1991) focuses on English writers, but 

nonetheless explores American writers like Hemingway and E.E. Cummings and leaves out any 

mention of either Cather or Wharton. More recent anthologies include both authors, such as The 

Cambridge Companion to The Literature of the First World War, which relies less on the 

author’s biography when evaluating her authority to write fiction. While both authors are not 

prominently included in the literary tradition of the war, One of Ours and A Son at the Front 

complicate and diversify the aesthetic and ideological response to the war.  

 

1. Willa Cather’s One of Ours: Identity through the Tradition of Endurance 

One of Ours received mixed critical reception in 1922 and has only recently been 

afforded scholarly attention within the canon of World War I works. The novel won the Pulitzer 

Prize in 1923 but suffered a barrage of critical indictments after its publication. H.L. Mencken 

and Sinclair Lewis lauded the novel’s first four books, set in rural Nebraska, but lamented the 

last two books set on the WWI front in France (Schwind, 54). Both Mencken and Lewis decried 

Cather’s foray into France and the subject of war, rather than stay in her familiar setting of 

Nebraska describing domestic life. Jean Schwind quotes Cather’s biographer, James Woodress, 

as writing “Willa Cather should not have tried to write a war novel…the farther she gets away 

from what she had experienced deeply, the less reality the book has” (54). After hearing of the 

success of One of Ours, Hemingway accused Cather of plagiarizing the war scenes in her novel 
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from the film Birth of a Nation due to her lack of first-hand experience, writing “Poor woman 

she had to get her war experience somewhere” (Baker 105). Hemingway’s antipathy resulted 

from Cather’s early critical success combined with her lack of experience in the war, 

undoubtedly viewed through a gendered lens. Hemingway’s cynical “poor woman” reflects the 

same antipathy of women that Siegfried Sassoon exudes in his sardonic sonnet “Glory of 

Women,” and withholds such criticism from male authors writing in an equally inexperienced 

manner, such as Stephen Crane, whose novel Red Badge of Courage the young Hemingway 

called a “tour de force” (Baker, 230).   

Besides accusing Cather of writing outside of her experience, critics accused the novel of 

promoting the wrong ideology about war. Mencken “concluded that One of Ours romanticized 

military conflict,” and instead favored John Dos Passos’ Three Soldiers, a thoroughly angry and 

disillusioned account of WWI experience20 (Montgomery, 96). As Travis Montgomery astutely 

notes, “in this tradition, disillusionment was the proper response to war” (96). Cather, it seems, 

was not disillusioned enough to be considered a serious war writer. The scholarly attention to 

One of Ours seems devoted to solving this central conundrum of the novel’s interpretation: is 

One of Ours—and its author—too pro-war?  

 Mencken, Lewis, and other early critics seem to think so. Scholars have wrestled with 

Cather’s war ideology since. In “The ‘Beautiful’ War in One of Ours” (1984), Jean Schwind 

contends that a distinction must be made between the novel’s central character, Claude, and 

Cather. “Claude’s heroic end,” Schwind argues, “is not the end of Cather’s novel…the difference 

between these two endings clearly suggests that the romantic vision of war in One of Ours is not 

Cather’s but Claude’s” (55). A logical extension of Schwind’s argument suggests that the 

 
20 Dos Passos was a civilian ambulance driver in the war yet wrote the accounts of infantry soldiers. Mencken 
apparently had no qualms against his lack of experience.  
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innocence of youth romanticizes war and that Claude represents a uniquely naïve mindset. 

Claude’s biographical characteristics contradict this argument. Claude is in his mid-twenties, has 

been married, separated, and managed a farm, all experiences that surpass the average newly 

enlisted soldier. To place Claude in a shroud of innocence belies the intentional construction of 

his character as a man, rather than a boy. Steven Trout explores the autobiographical and familial 

influences on Cather’s war ideology in “From ‘The Namesake’ to One of Ours: Willa Cather on 

War” (2005). Trout contends that “the myths and commemorative rituals through which late 

nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Americans interpreted the [American] Civil War… 

captivated Cather’s imagination” and played an integral part in the construction of One of Ours 

(119). Trout qualifies the seemingly pro-war nostalgia for the civil war that Cather uses in her 

novel, pointing out that there is a “tension that results when the romantic constructs of military 

experience that inform Cather’s war writing run up against her subversive penchant for the 

grotesque and the macabre” (136). Here, Trout compellingly outlines the influence that Civil 

War memorials had on Cather. But viewing the novel within an American Civil War context 

misses the specifically modern identity formation that Cather employs. Claude is disillusioned 

with a regional identity which is so important to the Civil War; instead, he seeks national and 

even transnational camaraderie, identity constructions that are specific to the WWI-era in the 

United States. In “(Mis)uses of War: Reading Willa Cather’s One of Ours with William James’ 

‘The Moral Equivalent of War’” (2009), Travis Montgomery claims that Cather admired the 

virtues of a militarized personal mindset while admonishing the actual destructiveness of war. 

Montgomery’s argument is compelling and threads a needle by claiming that Cather 

romanticized war without glorifying its destructive outcomes, effectively arguing that Cather is 

disillusioned with war but not with its combatants. We must ask the question: can a militarized 
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and—in Montgomery’s telling—virtuous mindset exist outside the destruction of warfare? Can 

Cather celebrate the military mind without also celebrating the conditions which formed it? 

In One of Ours, two paradoxical ideas are true at the same time: the destruction and 

suffering of World War I is lamentable, but it offers a transformative opportunity to Claude. As 

we will see throughout this section, Claude’s character seeks out the experience of endurance 

and suffering to transcend the regional identity to which he was born. Cather makes few 

generalized proclamations on an ideology surrounding war; instead, she focuses on Claude’s 

individual journey and sees his endurance of pain as a developmental force. Cather is neither 

disillusioned nor jingoistic in One of Ours, she instead outlines the transformative influence that 

endurance, combined with nationalism, can possess.  

Claude Wheeler lives in rural Nebraska, the son of a wealthy farmer and brother to a 

wealthy businessman. His local existence and family culture constrain Claude’s emotional and 

imaginative identity and a weariness over his place in the localized culture fuels his anxiety. 

Claude craves to be taken seriously by his domineering but jocular father, whose practical jokes 

result in Claude’s humiliation. Claude “couldn’t bear the ridicule,” which prompts his father’s 

attempts to toughen the boy’s skin through further humiliation, to “purposely [outrage] his 

feelings to harden him” (24). Claude anticipates the physical sacrifice that generates meaning in 

the war by undergoing voluntary hardship as a child. “The usual hardship of country boyhood 

were not enough for Claude,” Cather explains, “the imposed physical tests and penances upon 

himself” like walking to school without a jacket in the Nebraskan winter, which left him 

“panting and shivering, but very well pleased with himself” (26). Here Cather underscores a 

direct relationship between pain and identity. This early instance of masochism and satisfaction 



104 
 

demonstrates how Claude inherits aspects of Christian meaning-making, though through entirely 

secular means.  

Claude finds little satisfaction or meaning in the Protestant faith. “For several years,” 

Cather narrates, Claude “believed that he would be lost if he did not repent and undergo that 

mysterious change called conversion” (43). Conversion never seemed to come to fruition, 

leaving Claude increasingly dissatisfied and helpless. His frugal father and religious mother 

implore him to attend the cheaper Temple University instead of the state school, which Claude 

claims is overseen by “preachers who couldn’t make a living at preaching” (22). Secretly, Claude 

enrolls in a European History class at the State University and “for the first time he was studying 

a subject which seemed to him vital” (32). Claude pours over his history books, studying from 

early in the morning until late in the night, having finally found a subject of personal interest. 

Having matriculated at the state university, Claude finally condemns Christianity as “something 

too full of evasions and sophistries to be reasoned about” (44).  

Claude’s rejection of religion in favor of a national or transnational identity mirrors other 

early publications of World War I memoirs. In his book Health of the State, Jonathan Vincent 

details the gradual shifts from traditional modes of identity to modern ones in early World War I 

works. Nationalism found meaning in archaic and fortified structures of identity, notably the 

tradition of Christian sacrifice. Bailey’s The Tin Soldier (1918) positioned the war as a cleansing 

mechanism which burned “away thickets of selfishness so that citizens might at last beyond their 

collective bonds” (Vincent, 60). Coningsby Dawson’s 1917 publication The Glory of the 

Trenches figures combatants and war volunteers as Christ-like figures, whose individual death 

reinforces the burgeoning national identity enabled by the war preparedness movement (60). 

Vincent points out that the penchant for sacrifice in the Christian tradition was historically 
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“expressed [through] anti-state defiance, acts of martyrdom against imperial mandate or legal 

prohibition that marked the endpoint of sovereignty’s political reach” (62). By figuring soldiers 

as Christ-like saviors through sacrifice, early WWI literary productions positioned nationalism as 

the new religion worth fighting and dying for.  

The two conflicting methods of identity formation—religion and nationalism—that 

Cather constructs for Claude emblematize the wider sociological trends in the United States 

during World War I, as the American Committee on Public Information (CPI), a new national 

agency for the production of propaganda, set out to deliberately instill nationalism as means of 

identity formation by using characteristics of the Christian faith (Vincent, 56). The European 

history that Claude obsessively studies, dominated by nations at war vying for power and 

continental supremacy, usurps the influence of Claude’s mother and father and their wishes for 

his religious conversion. Nationalism does not entirely overshadow religious motifs; instead, it 

takes qualities of Christianity to evangelize its cause. As if anticipating the evangelization of 

nationalism in World War I, Claude’s final thesis acquits Joan of Arc of the heresy charges given 

by an English court during the Hundred Years’ War (55). Joan of Arc’s holy cause to fight for 

French nationalism is, in Claude’s eyes, an innocent and just cause. Religion, for Claude, acts as 

an unsatisfying antecedent to the religiously imbued nationalism that would soon allow for the 

“mysterious conversation” to take place. Claude’s desire to inflict pain upon himself indicates 

that a key characteristic of religion the boy uses to create identity is the endurance of suffering.  

 The demands of farming, however, usurp Claude’s academic ambitions as the 

domineering Mr. Wheeler beckons his son to work full time on the farm. Mourning the identity 

he found through education, Claude seeks solace and meaning in marriage. Like his studies, 

marriage promises a spiritual transformation for Claude, a way of earning respect and dignity in 
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his small community. “He had troubled his mother and disappointed his father” Claude thinks, 

but “marriage would be the first natural, dutiful, expected thing he had ever done” (122). Indeed, 

marriage would fill the void Claude feels throughout the novel; it would be the religious 

conversion that his mother spoke of and “restore his soul” (122). Claude’s primary romantic 

interest, Enid, suffers from a similar dissatisfaction with prairie life, which unsettles Claude’s 

expectations of a stable domestic life.  

The novel’s central romance dissolves Claude’s faith in the transformative potential of 

marriage and stunts the imaginative and social growth of both Enid and Claude. Simple country 

living and quietude in marriage no longer satisfy Enid, a disquiet that fuels Claude’s own 

dissatisfaction and lack of identity. Enid wishes to follow her older sister as a missionary in 

China, escaping prairie life in Nebraska despite a local patriarchal system which seeks to 

dissuade her. When Claude asks Enid’s father if he may propose, the two conspire to limit the 

woman’s ambitions. Mr. Royce, Enid’s father, explains that “You may find some opposition in 

Enid’s missionary motives… I’d be pleased to see her get rid of such notions,” to which Claude 

responds “I want to help her get rid of them” through marriage (124). Satisfied, Mr. Royce 

blesses the union, but seems unable to warn Claude of the familiar disappointment that will 

inevitably fall upon him through marriage: “what [Mr. Royce] wanted to do was hold up life as 

he found it, like a picture, to his young friend; to warn him, without explanation, against certain 

heart-breaking disappointment. It could not be done, he saw. The dead might as well try to speak 

to the living as the old to the young” (125). Mr Royce’s thoughts foreshadow Claude’s own 

dissolution with marriage. The “inevitable heartbreak” foretells Claude’s inevitable inability to 

domesticate Enid and, more broadly, the powerlessness of marriage to provide Claude with the 

emotional satisfaction he so desperately seeks. Royce’s inability to communicate and warn 
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Claude reflects the man’s unwillingness to shatter the trust Claude currently holds in the 

transformative power of marriage. Marriage, here, functions like a religion. Though Royce 

doubts, he cannot in good conscious decry the faith of others.  

Ultimately, however, Claude’s belief in the redemptive power of marriage vanishes, 

much like his faith in Christianity. After he weds Enid, a lingering dissatisfaction pervades their 

home, always underneath the surface of domestic living. Enid campaigns aggressively for the 

prohibitionist cause, frequently neglecting the family’s farm in favor of urban political 

excitement. The neighbors talk, calling her a “fanatic” (167) and accusing Enid of abandoning 

her household duties. Claude concludes that Enid’s neglect signified that love “meant… quite 

another thing for her.” Realizing Enid’s dissatisfaction, Claude resolves that “everything about a 

man’s embrace was distasteful to Enid; something inflicted upon women, like the pain of 

childbirth, —for Eve’s transgression, perhaps” (172). Enid’s political activities destabilize the 

social foundation of prairie living that fuel Claude’s hopes in the redemptive power of marriage. 

Claude expects a devoted and domestic wife to reinforce his position and identity as the head of 

a farming household. Instead, he becomes domesticated while his wife works outside the home 

to find purpose in prohibition. Sexual and emotional rejection coupled with domestication 

unmans Claude in an ever-increasing spiral of mutual dissatisfaction. Mutual dissatisfaction is 

the key here, because Cather grants agency to Enid’s character as well as Claude’s, emphasizing 

her desire for life-meaning outside of rural Nebraska. Whereas many of the writers anthologized 

in the World War I literary tradition lambast women as war sympathizers and even provocateurs, 

Enid is a woman who, like Claude, cannot find purpose in her regional way of life. Like Claude, 

she decides to leave her Nebraska existence in favor of a transnational one.  
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Claude’s unmanning rapidly progresses when Enid receives word that her sister, Carrie, 

is ill and requires aid in China. Enid willfully sidesteps Claude’s attempts to bar her from 

leaving, telling him that “you might have a restful winter at your mother’s…you won’t have 

nearly so much to look after as you do here” (180). Their separation presents Claude as helpless, 

playing unsuccessfully at manhood and returning as a failure to the arms of his mother. Claude’s 

inability to find solace in either religion or marriage collapse simultaneously in one moment that 

marks the disintegration of his marriage, as Enid contends: 

If I am glad [to leave], it’s because you are not willing to govern our lives by 

Christian ideals. There is something in you that rebels all the time. So many 

important questions have come up since our marriage, and you have been 

indifferent or sarcastic about every one of them. You want to lead a purely selfish 

life. (182)  

Unable to find meaning in inherited traditions, like religion or marriage, Claude finds himself 

directionless, without the much-desired dignity and social status that he craves. Instead, Claude 

finds meaning in the making and endurance of war.  

 Until Claude volunteers for the war, his life only engenders feelings of humiliation.  

Failure in religious education, secular history, and marriage had been predicted by his family and 

realized, but the society around Claude changes its attitude toward him after he unveils his desire 

to enlist. “I knowed you would,” Mahailey, the family’s dutiful housemaid, fawns over him, 

“you nice boy!” (192). Seeing Claude return from army training, Mr Royce remarks that “It can’t 

be that Claude’s grown taller? I suppose it’s the way they learn to carry themselves. He always 

was a manly looking boy” (204). Another town girl remarks that “it’s too bad Enid can’t be here 

to see him. She would never have gone away if she’d known all that was to happen” (204). 
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Suddenly, Claude’s status in his small Nebraska town changes dramatically: he goes from 

soliciting the ire or pity of his community to gaining their admiration. 

 Claude’s military uniform astonishes those who had once lambasted Claude as something 

close to a failure. Many of the townsfolk seek his audience after initial training “to see him arrive 

in his uniform” (203). Ralph, his younger and commercially successful brother, thought “there 

was something about Claude’s new clothes and new manner that fascinated him, and he went 

through one of those sudden changes of feeling” from feeling “a little ashamed of” Claude to 

following him around “like a burr” (212). Probably most important to Claude’s feeling of 

dignity, the once humorously condescending Mr. Wheeler now treats his son with a serious 

respect and laments the passivist leaning of his once favored son, Bayliss (190). Bayliss argues 

against U.S. participation in the war on coldly economic terms: “If only the United States would 

stay out of the war, and gather up what Europe was wasting, she would soon be in actual 

possession of the capital of the world” (190). The fact that Mr. Wheeler favors Claude over 

Bayliss represents an emotional shift in the narrative. Commercial success once invited the 

admiration of Mr. Wheeler; now a sense of warring patriotism fuels Mr. Wheeler’s approval. 

Claude’s uniform instantly changes his social status in Frankfurt and the young man’s sense of 

social identity. Whereas failure and disgrace met Claude’s previous endeavors, dignity through 

his willingness to endure war now follows him everywhere.  

The army uniform solicited such admiration because of its newfound significance. Claude 

went from a regional man to an individual archetype for national representation, which Jonathan 

Vincent calls a “character of” democracy that was “machine-like” and embodied the 

characteristics that would be necessary for national war mobilization, such as “efficiency, 

standardization, and incorporation” (53). The early American volunteers of the First World War 
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became the national “every-man,” the embodiment of national consciousness and the means of 

erasure to more local identity structures. Based on their appropriation of Christian ideals, notably 

sacrifice and the endurance of suffering, volunteers like Claude became national and secular 

saints.  

 Deployment to France acts as a means of liberating Claude, a newly promoted lieutenant, 

from what he had found as an oppressive and stagnant prairie existence. On the voyage overseas 

from New York City to France, Claude and his compatriots “felt a sense of relief at being rid of 

all they had ever been before and facing something absolutely new” (226). The weight of his 

past, his family, his failed marriage, suddenly falls off Claude’s shoulders. He meets a young 

veteran of the war, an American named Victor who serves in the Canadian Air Force, whose 

quixotic stories of aerial adventures and cool, knowing demeanor excite Claude’s imagination. 

“Tame?” Victor questions, referring to Claude’s life in the United States, “My God, it’s death in 

life! What’s left of men if you take all the fire out of them?” (250). Claude’s life only seems to 

excite him when he is at risk of losing it and the young man finds meaning in the suffering 

endured during his deployment. After a plague of influenza breaks out abroad his transport ship, 

Claude reflects that he “didn’t want to be safe anywhere” (251). His proximity to death and the 

risk of losing his own life infuse Claude with purpose, whose previous life in Nebraska was 

filled with little but mundanity and perceived failure. Here, Claude’s escape from Nebraska and 

liberation through war remind us of Ernst Jünger’s World War I recollections. While Mencken 

and his cohort derided Cather for what they considered an unrealistic portrayal of war, they 

offered no such criticism to the German combatant, though the two authors arrived at nearly 

identical conclusions.  
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 As Claude arrives in France, he meets another American war veteran whose story unveils 

Claude’s desires and ambitions in the service. The young veteran, dubbed “The Lost American” 

by the locals, has an amputated arm and suffers from severe long term memory loss. He 

remembers little of his prewar experience and is especially forgetful of the female influences in 

his life. “He can remember his father” a doctor tells Claude, “but not his mother; doesn’t know if 

he has sisters or not” (272). The doctor further explains that “the women are clear wiped out, 

even the girl he was going to marry,” to which Claude replies “Maybe he’s fortunate in that” 

(273). Claude’s fascination with the lost American betrays a desire to erase his own past and an 

envious longing to rid himself of female influences, a constant source of humiliation in his past. 

Whereas prairie life constantly unmanned Claude’s sense of self, the war could be an opportunity 

to build his masculine identity.   

 While One Of Ours can easily be viewed as the exact transformation the CPI wanted to 

promote in its effort to recruit young men for war, other scholars suggest that it highlights 

sociological changes toward women during the war. Sharen O’Brien writes in “Combat Envy 

and Survivor Guilt” that Cather “could invest Claude Wheeler with her own desire to flee 

bourgeois oppression, her distaste for materialism, and her quest for authentic, creative selfhood” 

(189). In other words, Cather’s construction of Claude’s liberatory transformation through war 

details an undercurrent in society in which women’s expansive role and agency in society 

proliferate through the façade of masculinity. While Vincent states that the novel “nonetheless 

participates in the period’s equating of US war making with the statist projects of social renewal” 

(67), the book does explicitly place women in a dominant role, most notably in romantic 

relationships. Indeed, a reoccurring pattern of relationships involving older women and younger 

men highlights the role of female agency. Mrs. Elrich, the widowed mother of Claude’s college 
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friends, develops a relationship with the college student who is “ennobled” by her “romantic 

friendship” (70).  Mrs. Elrich dresses Claude up and takes him to an opera, where Claude 

functions as little more than a trophy date. Victor, the veteran soldier aboard the transport ship 

bringing Claude to France, loves a woman “old enough to be [his] mother” (249). These 

relationships reflect Claude’s own marriage to Enid, in which women hold the more dominant, 

commanding role. While Vincent is correct to point out the ways in which One Of Ours 

conforms to the influential propaganda of the time, Cather’s subtle placement of women in roles 

of agency and influence reflect her recalibration of sexual agency.   

 While early critics of Willa Cather accused her novel of embracing the nationalist 

rhetoric of the U.S.’s mobilization effort, contemporary scholars point to its advocacy for 

American pluralism and progressivism at work before and during the war. In World War One, 

American Literature, and the Federal State Mark Whalan argues that the novel “is a 

bildungsroman that accounts for Claude’s growth into a modern federated citizen, once capable 

of holding attachments to multiple political units in a way that is inevitably rife with self-

contradiction” (123-124). Claude evolves through his ever-widening political and perceptual 

perspectives, from the regional, to the national, and finally to the international. As Whalan points 

out, Claude does not merely supplant regional loyalties to international ones. Instead, “Claude’s 

perspective on his own region only gains totality when it is placed in a transatlantic perspective” 

which is “inseparable from US military and economic power” (129). Many of the joys Claude 

finds in France are reminders of his prairie upbringing. The materialism of Bayliss, which 

Claude rejects while living in Nebraska, becomes a source of pride when the lieutenant discovers 

that U.S. resources help sustain an impoverished French population. Claude’s face glows “with 

pleasure” after hearing about old women begging for ounces of American coffee and American 
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milk, thinking satisfyingly that “his country had a long arm. People forgot that; but here, he felt, 

was some one [sic] who did not forget” (312). While spending an emotionally intimate hour with 

a French woman, Claude describes the Nebraskan farm which formerly fueled his dissatisfaction 

in loving detail, surprising even himself. Claude recounts his family, farm work, and the 

Nebraskan landscape as it varied by season. Thus, Claude comes to recognize his regional 

affiliation through the international focus provided by the war. Instead of nationalism and 

internationalism supplanting Claude’s regional identity, they put it into perspective, giving 

meaning and value to his upbringing.  

 As other scholars, most notably Schwind, have pointed out, Cather resists fully 

embracing the CPI’s romanticization of the war effort by offering differing narrative perspectives 

of the war, notably at the novel’s conclusion. While Claude’s heroic death on the front “is 

undeniably romanticized and saturated with ‘glorious war’ rhetoric” (Schwind, 55), Claude’s 

mother  

feels as if God had saved him from some horrible sufferings, some horrible end. For as 

she reads, she thinks those slayers of themselves were all so like him; they were the ones 

who had hoped extravagantly, —who in order to do what they did had to hope 

extravagantly, and to believe passionately. And they found they had hoped and believed 

too much. But one she knew, who could ill bear disillusion…safe, safe. (370) 

This juxtaposition gives credibility to Schwind’s assertion that “the romantic vision of war that 

comes to a climax in the penultimate chapter of One of Ours is Claude’s vision and not (as most 

readers have assumed) Cather’s authorial vision” (56).   Claude’s romanticization of war is not a 

result of naiveté, as a cursory reading of Mrs. Wheeler’s final moments might suggest. Instead, 

Mrs. Wheeler knows that Claude could not bear post-war dissolution well precisely because 
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Claude experienced enduring disillusion with the regional identity he possessed before the war. 

As I’ve indicated earlier, Claude’s age and experience rebuke any notion that his devotion to 

martial ideals persists through naivety. Mrs. Wheeler possesses insights into Claude because of 

his experience, rather than his lack of it.  

  Claude dies on the battlefield more devoted to ideals of martial virtue and camaraderie, as 

his last thought before being fatally shot is that he “commanded wonderful men” who “were 

mortal, but… unconquerable” (366). Having died this way, Claude’s character forever holds the 

idealism which fueled him to volunteer and would never have to face the disappointment of 

learning his belief in the justice of the war, like religion, marriage, or capitalism, would fade. 

Mrs. Wheeler reflects on how lucky Claude was to die with his beliefs intact on the battlefield, as 

she witnesses veterans “quietly die by their own hand” (370) after returning to the United States. 

“Those were beautiful beliefs to die with,” she reflects (370).  While Claude dies in his idealism, 

Mrs. Wheeler and Mahailey are the two characters whose store of knowledge increases, 

understanding both the character of Claude and the character of the conflict, and act as the wise 

veterans of both the battle front and the home front.  

 While it does offer a more traditional, heroic death, One of Ours does not endorse the 

holy crusade constructed by the CPI; it is an exploration of the restless search for meaning and 

identity, a quest realized through the endurance of suffering and sacrifice inherited from 

traditional modes of identity formation. One of Ours offers non-combatant perspectives often 

overlooked or ignored in the war novel tradition. For example, Enid, who is emblematic of the 

changing environment for young women, resists the domestication of prairie living in favor of 

international travel while Claude, disillusioned by regional loyalties, seeks national and 

international belonging. Both the CPI and Cather understand that these new modes of belonging 
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inherit the characteristics of older traditions, notably religion, and depend on the endurance of 

suffering and the infliction of pain for realization. Sacrifice enables transformative belonging, 

underscoring the integrative possibilities of pain.  

 The array of perspectives employed in One of Ours resonates with that of another war 

writer—Edith Wharton. Like Cather, Wharton’s A Son at the Front complicates the World War I 

canon by exploring new possibilities of pain, again, much to the chagrin of its critics. Whereas 

Cather narrates a transformation of the combatant Claude, Wharton’s emphasizes individual 

transformation through the pain of bereavement from the perspective of a parent. In this 

transformation, new artistic possibilities unveil themselves in both the literature surrounding the 

war and in the characters within her novel. Bereavement, and the suffering which invariably 

accompanies it, results in individual creativity by giving art value and meaning.   

 

2. Edith Wharton’s A Son at the Front: Pain and Artistic Transformation 

Wharton’s most obvious deviation from the World War I literary tradition—that is to say, 

the white, masculine tradition outlined in the first two chapters of this book—is the narrative 

perspective employed in A Son at the Front (1923). Published roughly 5 years prior to the war 

book boom of 1928 and 1929, Wharton’s war novel narrates World War I through an expatriated 

American perspective in France, from the “home front” rather than the front in eastern France or 

Flanders. Unlike Cather, whose protagonist occupies the first-hand perspective of the war, 

Wharton’s emphasizes the perspective of John Campton, a recently famous portrait painter and 

nearly elderly man whose son, an American born in France, is called upon by his adopted 

country to fight for France’s survival. Indeed, A Son offers no first-person perspectives of the 

infamous WWI front; instead, Campton hears of the vast suffering endured by soldiers through 



116 
 

heavily veiled letters from the front or news reports. While A Son offers one of the more 

historically coherent narratives of the beginning of the war,21 it nonetheless finds its primary 

narrative perspective wholly unaware of the war’s events: “like other fathers, [Campton] was 

without news of his son, the war had been to him simply a huge featureless mass” (48). While 

the tradition of World War I narratives emphasizes the suffering endured by belligerents through 

their proximity to mass violence, Wharton’s book details suffering caused by the physical and 

emotional distance from that violence. For that same “featureless mass” of war “crush[es]” 

Campton “earthward, blinding him, letting him neither think nor move nor breathe” (48). 

Campton’s claustrophobic, suffocating pain from the war stems from his uninformed, 

imaginative perspective—for that featureless mass menaces the father’s mind more dangerously 

than a featured, ordered mental picture of the war. The narrative perspective of A Son, and the 

anguish proceeding from it, lead also to the novel’s unique story of love.  

 A Son does not focus on the romantic relationship between soldier and nurse, or soldier 

and partner left at home. Nor does it dwell on homoerotic relationships established at the front 

between male soldiers. Instead, A Son tells a story of a conflicted and jealous relationship 

between father, stepfather, mother, and son. John Campton, who abandoned his wife, Julia, and 

son, George, seeks a reunion with George when the boy is in his early 20s. Anderson Brant, 

whom Judith Sensibar describes as “sweet, mouse-like, but rich and therefore powerful” (193) is 

George’s ever-present stepfather and the primary target for Campton’s disdain. Campton’s 

obsessive desire to possess George throughout the novel seems fueled by his jealous hatred of 

Brant, who fulfilled Campton’s fatherly duties after the artist abandoned his son “in utero” 

(Sensibar, 193). While Sensibar places Campton’s jealous hatred and possessive love in the 

 
21 The novel portrays the war’s beginnings in vivid historical detail, possibly reflecting Wharton’s reporting (A Son, 
36).  
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realm of the homoerotic in her scholarship “‘Behind the Lines’ in Edith Wharton’s ‘A Son at the 

Front,’” arguing that Wharton “fuses the paternal with the erotic” in incestuous desire “to 

question the implications of [the World War I literary] tradition,” (190), I consider her reading of 

the eroticism Campton possesses toward George overdetermined; her homoerotic reading 

overshadows Campton’s passion toward George as an obsession with a platonic, indeed artistic, 

form of beauty. While Campton’s paternal jealousy certainly belongs in the realm of the 

neurotic, it does not so much support a reading of eroticism as it does the jealousy with which 

Campton guards the objects of his art. Sensibar’s primary evidence for the presence of eroticism 

is Campton’s admiration of his sleeping son, which she describes as “graphic” and “sensuous” 

(195). Graphic and sensuous do not mean carnal or incestuous; rather, Campton’s admiration for 

his sleeping son indicates an aesthetic appreciation fitting for a portrait artist and is crucial to the 

reader’s understanding of Campton’s artistic motivations. Indeed, Campton’s appreciation of 

George as an object of artistic beauty acts as the novel’s crucial catalyst for the artist’s character 

development.  

 In A Son, Wharton offers an inverse character development trajectory when compared to 

many World War I narratives. WWI novels often yield a familiar narrative formula to detail the 

evolution from innocence to corruption. Soldiers begin their belligerency with dreams of glory 

and the fulfillment of manly virtue. Once exposed to the violence of the front, the soldier learns 

the trepid realities of war and realizes the ignorance of his previous idealism, resulting in 

disillusion. In A Son, Campton and George appear to view the war with disdain at the novel’s 

beginning, actively seeking to avoid participating in any meaningful way. Campton avoids 

civilian support to the war, just as George seemingly avoids participation at the front. As both 

characters evolve, both find it necessary and just to support France’s effort in repelling Germany. 
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Instead of becoming disillusioned, both become enchanted with the war effort. Indeed, we 

discover through an untold pact between Campton and George that the father secretly wishes that 

his son would participate in the fighting. Both Campton and George begin the novel disillusioned 

but eventually find moral and aesthetic enchantment in the war. Suffering in the war, therefore, is 

not merely a means to gain insider knowledge of war and, by extension, the authority to speak of 

battle. Instead, A Son employs suffering to engender moral fortitude and artistic meaning.  

Wharton’s narrative structure perpetuates a cohesive relationship between soldier and 

civilian, while recognizing the incommunicable impact of violence that mentally and physically 

separates the two populations. The suffering of the front does indeed create a schism between 

front line soldiers and their staff counterparts and, more noticeably, between front line soldiers 

and civilians. She recognizes the barrier of communication, the inability of spoken words to 

encapsulate the war experience, that separates belligerents from civilians. As Julie Olin-

Ammentorp points out in Edith Wharton’s Writing from the Great War, A Son details the story of 

George’s belligerency through the perspective his father, following the prominent dictum of the 

time that “noncombatants [writers] not portray scenes at the front” (117). Indeed, A Son offers no 

firsthand account of the front; the closest the reader gets to the front is when Campton and Brant 

visit the wounded George at a hospital for wounded soldiers (Olin-Ammentorp, 117). The 

communion between George and Campton, notably in the unsaid agreement to support the war 

effort, indicates a union between soldier and civilian commonly unseen in World War I 

literature. George’s participation in and eventual death because of the war unites the disparate, 

warring characters of Campton and Brant. Wharton’s unusual narrative perspective, a story told 

of a war, as the author stated herself “from the rear” (Sensibar, 187) details the finding of 
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meaning and aesthetic beauty in sacrifice. Through the eyes of a bereaved father, we see the 

artistic possibilities of the pain experienced in war.  

 Campton’s story begins as the American painter laments his profession, finding little 

meaning in painting the faces of his wealthy patrons. Having recently achieved fame, Campton 

attains the appreciation he has yearned years for, only to find that “the job bored him more than 

ever; the more of their fatuous faces he recorded the more he hated the task” (3). Campton’s 

disenchantment with portrait painting came after years of struggling in Paris, seeking 

apprenticeship with established Parisian artists. In his youth, Campton fervently pursued the 

mentorship of Beausite, a famous painter of his time, only to become disillusioned by the 

“revelation of the great man’s ineptitude.” (3). While pursuing his artistic career, Campton 

sacrificed his family at the altar of art. Like the faces of his wealthy patrons he paints, a younger 

Campton found his pregnant wife Julia’s face “fatally familiar” (20) and left her to paint a young 

peasant woman in Ronda whose profile temporarily sparked his interest. Having never remarried, 

Campton begins the novel at most war stories’ conclusion: disenchantment. At his advanced age, 

little brings Campton the novelty he so fervently craves, resulting in the disillusion of the value 

and meaning of his art. Losing that, the artist clings to the reunion with his adult son.  

 George represents Campton’s only remaining avenue toward artistic and emotional 

fulfillment. For Campton, the artistic and the emotional are inseparable values, tied together by a 

lust for novelty. As the artist approaches his long-awaited reunion, Wharton writes that 

“Campton, tired, disenchanted, and nearing sixty, found himself looking forward to the 

adventure with an eagerness as great as the different sort of ardor with which, in his youth, he 

had imagined flights of another kind with the woman who was to fulfill every dream” (4). 

Fulfillment, for Campton, lies in novelty and adventure. What formerly gave Campton joy—



120 
 

women—is now supplanted by the prospect of possessing his son. Moreover, Wharton clearly 

delineates the relationship between Campton’s joy and the fulfillment of his art. Campton thinks 

“well—I suppose that’s the stuff pictures are made of” (4) when ruminating on both his former 

romantic flights and time spent with George. While Wharton directly correlates George with 

Campton’s former erotic interests, as Sensibar points out, the root of Campton’s desire is artistic 

inspiration, a role that George carries throughout the novel. Indeed, George’s absence in the 

novel serves to reinforce his quality as a representation of artistic inspiration. Campton’s chance 

to spend time with George at the novel’s outset is cut short by war-mobilization, which George 

must take part in due to his birth in France. George saw little of his father in his youth, but 

despite their lack of proximity (or, likely, because of it), George nonetheless serves Campton’s 

artistic ambitions. One of Campton’s most successful works is a portrait of George, which Brant 

seeks to buy from the artist.  

 Campton’s obsessive conniving against the Brant family to garner influence over his son 

represents a desire to be the sole possessor of artistic beauty. When Brant seeks to buy the 

portrait of his stepson, Campton refuses; instead, “he had given it to the Luxembourg [Museum] 

the day after Mr. Brant had tried to buy it, with the object of inflicting the most cruel slight he 

could think of on the banker” (25). Here Wharton combines Campton’s jealousy of George’s 

stepfather with his self-interested artistic ambition. Campton seethes with antipathy toward the 

man who usurped his status as father, finding “more satisfaction than ever in thinking how it 

must have humiliated Brant to have the picture given to France” (25). While Campton seems 

satisfied with by his undercutting of Brant’s satisfaction, he unwittingly—and ironically—gives 

his son to his country, foreshadowing George’s death in the war effort. “The satisfaction,” 

Campton muses to himself, “was worth the sacrifice of the best record he would ever have of that 



121 
 

phase of his son’s youth” (25). Campton understands the concept of sacrifice only through self-

interest, but nonetheless gives his son to France through George’s portrait. While giving the 

portrait of George to the national museum satisfies Campton’s immediate desire to deprive Brant 

of his son, George’s portrait details the character development that Campton undergoes 

throughout the novel. Campton begins the novel obsessively self-possessed, hoarding art and his 

son from the world. This self-obsession lends itself naturally to Campton’s antiwar stance during 

the early days of French mobilization. Campton does not see the war as an issue for either 

himself or his son, but only a distraction from their reunion and an impediment on his art. 

Speaking to a client, Campton’s exclaims that “for days and days I’d been trying to do something 

with [a portrait]; and suddenly the war-funk did it for me” (5). The ever-annoyed artist shows 

impatience toward “the perpetual recurrence of the same theme”—the war—and its debilitating 

effect on his artistic production. “After all,” Campton tells George’s mother Julia, “we’re 

Americans; this is not our job” (9). Campton’s initial status toward the war reflects his self-

interested artistic ambition: while France is his adopted home, he owes nothing to it.   

 France’s mobilization offers the first instance of Campton reckoning with his own 

selfishness in the face of universal sacrifice. Campton’s antiwar ideology exists within a 

backdrop of sacrifice, but the artist remains relatively unperturbed by guilt. Campton, Julia, and 

Brant all conspire to keep George from the front line, using Brant’s wealth and Campton’s 

connections to exhaust every possibility for George’s excusal from war. In one telling anecdote, 

Campton pursues a medical deferment for George from a wealthy client and doctor. Given 

Campton’s status as a prominent portrait artist, he regularly refuses clientele. Among those he 

has refused is the physician Fortin-Lescluze, whom Campton bribes with art to give his son a 

deferment from the war (15-16). They plan their portrait for the next day, but France mobilizes 
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its population for war that afternoon. Fortin doesn’t keep their appointment and Campton 

frantically seeks him out, finding him dining in his home. Fortin tells Campton that he and his 

only son are mobilized for war, joining their respective regiments the following day. Stunned, 

Campton tries fruitlessly to secure the medical deferment.  “You must know how I feel; your boy 

is an only son, too” Campton exclaims to the physician. “‘Yes, yes,’ the father assented… ‘Jean 

is an only son—an only child. For his mother and myself it’s not a trifle—having your only son 

in the war’” (29). Fortin’s resolute acceptance that his son will be at the front underscores 

Campton’s emotional devastation. The artist cannot accept that a father would willingly allow his 

son to fight and die in the war. Whereas Wharton regularly references the physician by his 

name—Fortin—or by his position as a physician, in this moment she describes him as “the 

father,” establishing his primary narrative role as parental. This subtle shift in identity—from 

Fortin and physician to father—enables Campton to view the character not merely as a means 

through which to obtain George’s deferral, but a soon-to-be bereaving father. The doctor 

establishes a new mode of fatherhood formerly unknown to Campton: someone willing to 

sacrifice for the war effort.    

 Campton’s views of the war—and George’s participation in it—are more complex than 

Campton wishes to admit. Prior to George’s departure, father and son have an explicit agreement 

that they are both against his involvement in the war; their conversations, however, belie an 

unsaid desire for George to fight. As they discuss the international events leading to war, 

Campton tries “to think up Pacifist arguments” only for George to respond, “Haven’t the 

Germans shown us what they are now?” (39). Campton seemingly acquiesces, stating that “well, 

France and Russia and England are here to show them” (39), betraying his own staunch position 

against the fighting. George introduces Campton to the young, idealist American Boylston, who 
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advocates openly for America’s involvement on the side of the Entente Forces. While Campton 

worries about his son’s safety, he nonetheless fantasizes about the object of his art in chivalric 

imagery. Campton gazes at his sleeping son before he departs, thinking that he resembles “a 

statue of a young knight…like the effigy of a young knight” (22, Wharton’s emphasis). Here 

Wharton again correlates George to art, this time specifically communal art. An effigy of a 

knight belongs to the community for whom the knight serves, just as George’s portrait now 

belongs to France, but Campton resists this conception, as he “instinctively changed the word as 

it formed itself” (23). While Campton outwardly resists his desire that George serve, the artist’s 

repressed desires to support the war boil to the surface.  

 Through Boylston’s influence and his proximity to a young artist-soldier, Campton gains 

an appreciation for the artistic community in Paris and its support of the war effort. Madge 

Talkett, a red-cross nurse in Paris and lover to George, solicits Campton’s presence when the 

wounded artist-soldier, René Davril, comes to her hospital. Davril longs to meet the celebrity 

Campton, who hesitantly acquiesces to his request for a meeting. Campton “had never seen the 

face before him: a sharp, irregular face, prematurely hollowed by pain” (63) whose “eyes had 

been opened” to the artistic world “by the sight of George’s portrait” (63), the very portrait that 

belongs to France. René dies after showing Campton his drawings, giving Campton his first real 

observation of the toll of war. Enraged, Campton lambasts the war: “ah, you want genius, do 

you? Mere youth’s not enough… and health and gaiety and courage; you want brains in the bud, 

imagination and poetry, ideas all folded up in their sheath! It takes that, does it, to tempt your 

jaded appetite?” (65). Whereas Campton’s ruminations resemble a Hemingwayesque 

disenchantment with war, René’s death nonetheless spurns Campton to action. He finally aids 

Boylston in “The Friends of French Art” organization that aids mobilized French artists and their 
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families by selling his sketches for fundraising (67-68). Through the proximity to the war’s 

devastation, Campton discovers the utility of art for the community, rather than merely painting 

wealthy patrons for his own prestige.   

 Wharton rejects unabashed support for violence and warns of the false bravado that war 

provocateurs emit, most notably in the character of Campton’s cousin, Mr. Mayhew. Mayhew is 

a diplomat during the pre-war mobilization days, feverishly working to ensure peace. Campton 

gives the diplomat ill-fated directions to Luxembourg and Mayhew becomes temporarily 

detained by invading German forces. With “manicured” hands (59), Mayhew returns to Paris and 

recounts his terror to Campton, claiming that he was imprisoned “with common thieves and 

vagabonds—with—…with prostitutes, Campton…” (60). Mayhew continues: “When I was 

finally released I was without money, without luggage, without my motor or my wretched 

chauffeur—a Frenchman, who had been instantly carried off to Germany. In this state of 

destitution, and without an apology, I was shopped to Rotterdam and put on a streamer sailing 

for America” (60). From his brief episode of imprisonment, mostly in a hotel, Mayhew 

concludes: 

Peace, Campton—Peace? When I think that I believed in a thing called Peace!... My 

influence, if I have any; my experience—ha, I have had experience now, Campton! And, 

my God, sir, they shall both be used till my last breath to show up these people, to 

proclaim to the world what they really are, to rouse public opinion in America against a 

nation of savages who ought to be hunted off the face of the globe like vermin—like the 

vermin in their own prison cells! Campton—if I may say so without profanity—I come to 

bring not Peace but a sword! (60, emphasis original) 
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The biting irony Wharton employs to detail Mayhew’s transformation from an advocate of peace 

to a hawk of war is difficult to overstate. The war-frenzy of the home-front rhetoric infects 

Mayhew through a relative inconvenience compared to the suffering endured at the front. That 

very same home-front rhetoric, with its emphasis on soldierly suffering, is what empowers 

Mayhew to speak. He craves the legitimacy of having suffered— “I have had experience now”—

as a predicate for establishing authority to speak on the war. Now feeling legitimacy through his 

endurance of German imprisonment, Mayhew schedules public speeches to rouse public 

sentiment in support of the war and becomes involved in “The Friends of French Art.” While 

Wharton warns her readers of false prophets of the war effort, she nonetheless echoes a popular 

sentiment surrounding literature of World War I: that one must suffer at the front in order to 

speak about the war with authority. The irony with which she imbues in Mayhew’s character 

depends on this formula. Mayhew is so ridiculous precisely because he suffers so little but 

believes he has suffered a great deal. He believes that his suffering is a legitimate source of 

authority to arouse the effort an of ignorant public, when the reader knows from his manicured 

hands that Mayhew possesses no more intimate knowledge of battlefield suffering than Brant or 

Campton. Does Mayhew’s character make A Son an “antiwar masterpiece” as the 1995 reissue 

markets the novel (Olin-Ammentorp, 116)? Olin-Ammentorp astutely answers this question by 

claiming that the characterization of A Son as “antiwar” is “unlikely to be accepted by anyone 

who reads the novel attentively” (116). But Wharton is against the practice of the uninformed 

civilian appropriating the suffering experience from the front-line soldier. Like the British 

subalterns, Hemingway, and Remarque, she demands the experience of pain for the authority to 

speak and create art in response to the war. Wharton expands the variety of pain felt through the 
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endurance of war to include bereavement, which ultimately enables Campton to resume his 

artistic production.  

 Campton’s artistic response to the war only begins after he learns that George, promised 

the safety of a staff job in the rear, has secretly sought to fight on the front. George’s covert 

maneuvering from staff to the front dispels any notion the reader may have of Campton being 

unequivocally anti-war. Julia worries that her son, who she believes is still in a staff position, 

will be forced to the front soon and begs Campton to intervene. Campton replies that he “can’t 

do anything more” (77). Julia, understanding the change in Campton’s character, questions: 

“What’s happened to you? Who has influenced you? What has changed you?” (77). Having 

witnessed the death of René Davril, Campton’s willingness to sacrifice on behalf of the war 

effort increases unconsciously. “Even now,” Campton thinks, “the automatic obedience of the 

millions of the untaught and the unthinking, though it had its deep pathetic significance, did not 

move Campton like the clear-eyed sacrifice of the few who knew why they were dying” (77). 

Campton had formerly viewed the war as an imbecilic endeavor, in which lemmings fell 

unconsciously from a cliff. When Campton experiences the knowing sacrifice of intelligent, 

creative young talent, he finally feels the sting of guilt for his own unwillingness to sacrifice. In a 

complete transformation, Campton “no longer thought that any civilized man could afford to 

stand aside from such a conflict” (79). He finally understands that sacrifice does not merely exist 

in the minds of underdeveloped intellects. In essence, the pain of seeing René more closely 

unifies Campton with the French community.  

 The reader discovers an unconscious bond between George and Campton after the young 

officer returns from the front wounded. The bond, which Wharton foreshadows but never states 

explicitly until George’s wounding, centers on both men’s desire for George to fight at the front. 
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Until this point, both characters explicitly communicate their intellectual stance against the war, 

but the reader feels that both have an emotional inclination to support it. A recovered George 

questions his father: “when I exchanged regiments [from staff to Infantry] I did what you’d 

always hoped I would, eh, Dad?” (129). Campton, surprised at the surfacing of his own repressed 

desires, can only stammer in reply “I..good Lord…at any rate, I’m glad you felt sure of me” 

(129). Finally, both characters accept what they previously considered asinine: they support the 

war and are willing to sacrifice for it.  

 George’s participation in the war unifies the two most disparate characters in the novel: 

Campton and Brant. The primary motivator for Campton’s actions throughout the novel is his 

blistering jealousy of Brant’s wealth and influence over his son. Brant facilitates Campton’s visit 

to the hospital near the front in which a wounded George lies. Reluctantly, Campton builds 

something close to a friendship with Brant, who demonstrates his own selfless virtue during the 

hospital visit. When the two arrive at the hospital, Campton beckons Brant to come to George’s 

bedside, only to be refused. “Thanks,” the wealthy banker responds, “I think I’ll take a stroll 

first…stretch my legs” (115). Only then does Campton realize that Brant willingly gives him the 

opportunity “to be left alone with his son” (115). The magnanimity of Brant’s subtle gift defies 

overstatement. Brant has cared for George throughout the boy’s life, effectively taking the place 

of the father, whereas Campton willingly abandons his son to pursue his artistic inspiration. If 

anyone has a greater moral right to see George in this perilous moment, Brant would be the 

obvious candidate. Brant acquiesces to the competition which Campton creates between the two 

men, highlighting his own selfless acts against Campton’s jealous selfishness. The eventual 

union (or something resembling a union) between Campton and Brant is one of the most 

compelling of the novel, as it fundamentally changes Campton’s character to be able to share his 
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most prized possession, his son. When George succumbs to wounds from a second wartime 

injury, Brant and Campton unite in the creation of communal art.  

 The ability to produce art in times of war acts as a central theme of A Son. Indeed, 

Campton seems unable to produce while undergoing the “war-funk.” Julie Olin-Ammentorp 

notes that Wharton’s portrayal of Campton’s lamentations may be autobiographical: “Wharton 

re-created some of the circumstances affecting her and other artists during the war. In particular, 

she portrayed the war’s power to distract, disorient, and mentally disable artists” (121). 

Campton’s transformation and gradual support of the war effort mirror Wharton’s own. In Edith 

Wharton and the Conversations of Literary Modernism, Jennifer Haytock notes that Wharton 

received a Knight of the National Order of the Legion of honor from the French Government 

“for her charity work and for her attempts to mobilize Americans in support of the war” (102). 

Campton’s artistic transformation mirrors Wharton’s in that the character took part in artistic 

charity work to support the French effort once exposed to the selfless virtue of his companions.  

 When George dies, Campton rediscovers art, but on a very different footing than at the 

novel’s beginning. He now paints the faces of young American men, recently called to fight in 

the European war. Campton 

 [n]ever intended to paint again for money; never intended to do anything but these gaunt 

and serious or round and babyish young American faces above their stuff military collars, 

and when their portraits were finished to put them away, locked up for his own pleasure, 

and what he had earned in the last years was to be partly for these young men—for their 

reading-rooms, clubs, recreation centers, whatever was likely to give them temporary rest 

and solace in the grim months to come. (171)  
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The most remarkable transformation is that Campton rediscovers art without ensuing wealth or 

fame. He paints “for his own pleasure” rather than for wealthy patrons or a coveted spot in a 

museum. Campton’s pleasure centers on his need to grieve, as he considers all the young soldiers 

who come to him “as George’s brothers, to study out the secret likeness to him in their young, 

dedicated faces” (172). Through these young soldiers, Campton “had missed nothing of George, 

and here was his harvest, his golden harvest” (174). Campton is not merely producing art for 

art’s sake, but art for mourning, and as a temporary means of placating the suffocating presence 

of bereavement: “it was at such times that his son came back and sat among them” (172). 

Through Campton, we see a symbiotic relationship between pain and art: Campton must first 

experience the painful loss of his son to discover a more fulfilling mode of art, whereby he 

depends on his art to ameliorate his bereavement.  

 After some characteristic reluctance, Campton agrees to create a monument to George 

using Brant’s resources, which Olin-Ammentorp notes is “the symbolic equivalent of accepting 

that Brant has played at least a minor role in his son’s life” (146).  Embarking on a new art form 

of monument making, Campton “pulled out all the sketches of his son from the old portfolio, 

spread them before him on the table, and began” (175). While Campton begins and ends the 

novel alone in his studio, the transformation that the war caused in his character is readily 

apparent: he is no longer disillusioned with his own art. In fact, Campton undergoes that exact 

opposite character development than the World War I canon usually exudes—from dissolution to 

enchantment.  

 In A War Imagined, Samuel Hynes writes that monuments following the war promoted 

the idea that “it was a good war, a just war, a great war…The stories have their dark moments 

and their tragic losses, but they well with emotion and pride at the end, and the Big Words sound 
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out again, as though they had never been doubted” (278). He also argues that there were “two 

cultures” during and following the war “separate and mistrustful of each other, a conservative 

culture that clung to and asserted traditional values, and a counter-culture, rooted in rejection of 

the war and its principles. Each culture had its art, its literature, and its monuments; and each 

denied the other” (283). Like Fussell in The Great War and Modern Memory, Hynes suggests no 

middle ground between the disillusioned and the enchanted. The correctives of Jay Winter in 

Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning may be the most useful when exploring how A Son at the 

Front defines a monument. Winter writes that “the enduring appeal of many traditional motifs—

defined as an eclectic set of classical, romantic, or religious images and ideas—is directly related 

to the universality of bereavement in the Europe of the Great War and its aftermath” (5). In other 

words, many of the artistic symbols inherited through tradition, like the monument, don’t merely 

serve to justify a war, but rather to aid in times of loss and mourning. Winter states that 

monuments often stand in a middle ground between the dichotomy which Hynes suggests exists, 

between the pro-war conservative camp and the anti-war counterculture. Winter writes that post-

WWI memorials often possess “these two motifs—war as both noble and uplifting and tragic and 

unendurably sad” (85).  Campton’s portraits of the young American soldiers entering the war and 

his monument to his dead son are neither pro- nor anti- war. Instead, they occupy an 

uncategorizable middle ground between pride and tragedy, mirroring the uncategorizable 

emotional existence of a bereaved parent.  

 Scholars discussing A Son seem almost universally compelled to highlight its poor 

contemporary reception, highlighting its aesthetic complexity as the primary means of its 

failings. Complexity is prone to misreading, as Sensibar points out that “critics argued that [A 

Son’s] ‘naïve idealism’ is a product of Wharton’s aged and frustrated ‘maternal imagination’ and 
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that its ‘romantic idealism’ is a clear proof that she was some prudish Edwardian artifact’” (190). 

Mary Condé notes that contemporary critics viewed the novel as “mistimed and misplaced” (47) 

and that the novel was too pro-war to be taken seriously. She quotes the Bookman which called 

the novel “a belated essay in propaganda” (48). Olin-Ammentorp claims that the novel’s “scope 

is panoramic” and that “it may be the very scope of the novel that leads to its aesthetic 

weaknesses; the novel sags, or perhaps wanders, under the weight of its burdens” (117-18). 

Maybe so, but a more important conclusion that Olin-Ammentorp makes is that the novel is “a 

monument to the young men who died, gloriously or not, in the war” (153). A Son is, to use Jay 

Winter’s words, “noble and uplifting” and “unendurably sad.” To have both these qualities 

necessitates complexity and compels the novel to exist in a literary no man’s land, which may 

explain why the novel has been alternately categorized as an “essay in propaganda” (Condé, 48) 

and “an antiwar masterpiece” (Olin-Ammentorp, 116).   

 In Sacred Pain: Hurting the Body for the Sake of the Soul, Ariel Glucklich describes two 

primary ways an individual conceptualizes a painful experience: “telic-decentralization and telic-

centralization,” which he describes as “the breaking up and the reinforcement, respectively, of a 

system in relation to its goal—in [this] case, the self” (61). In other words, pain can be either 

integrative, creating a new and more holistic sense of self, or disintegrative, breaking down one 

sense of self. Campton, a bereaved father, cannot be seen as having experienced any sensuous 

pain directly, but rather suffering, which Glucklich defines as “not a sensation but an emotional 

and evaluative reaction… The loss of a child, for instance, is a cause of deep suffering and 

sorrow, but not pain. We regard such suffering as painful in a derivative, even metaphorical 

sense” (11). Campton’s suffering is neither fully integrative nor disintegrative. In losing his son, 

Campton loses something in himself and the person who provided enduring artistic inspiration. 
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Campton gains a greater understanding of his own creativity and its function in a community. 

Wharton resists the two polarities stipulated by Glucklich as she treats the two warring camps 

fighting for World War I’s legacy: enchantment and disillusion. Instead, she offers a compelling, 

uncategorizable depiction of bereavement and suffering. Because of the “weight of its burdens,” 

A Son provides invaluable insight into the panorama of psychological reactions to World War I 

and, by extension, creates a kaleidoscopic contribution to the tradition of war writing rather than 

reinforce two entrenched camps.  

 Cather and Wharton provide authentic complexity and enrichment to a sometimes-

reductive struggle over the memory of the war. That memory, as I have argued throughout this 

dissertation, results largely from the retroactive evaluation of the pain and suffering endured on 

its fronts. One of Ours and A Son confound the neat “disillusioned” or “fire-eater” categories 

through a nuanced reaction to the suffering endured in the war and expand the perspectives 

considered legitimate and worth reading. While their works destabilize the literary tradition of 

World War I, they also significantly enrich it. For it is through the complexity of A Son and One 

of Ours that Wharton and Cather emphasize commonly unheard voices, perspectives, and ideas. 

While critics often thirst for reasons to place Wharton or Cather into one of the war’s two literary 

camps, they might instead explore the ways in which the two women cast those camps as 

artificial and ultimately less entrenched.   
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CHAPTER 4 
 

Criticism of Witness: Paul Fussell and the Rhetorical Irony of Modern Memory 

 

A story told to me by a colleague best illuminates the central conundrum of this chapter and the 

central irony of Paul Fussell’s prolific oeuvre:   

After enlisting in the Army, my colleague went through an arduous process of medical 

examinations, which was characteristically slow and required much sitting around and waiting. 

The medical examination staff were kind enough to outfit the waiting room with large-screen 

televisions, on which they displayed films which they deemed desirable by their audience of 

young, new recruits. My colleague sits down and discovers that on one television the film Full 

Metal Jacket (1987) appears. The film follows a group of marines enlisting during the Vietnam 

War through their basic training to deployment. The first half of the film focuses on the grueling, 

indeed tragic, experience of basic training which its audience will very soon endure, that 

culminates in the suicide of the platoon’s outcast. The second half of the film follows the platoon 

in Vietnam and ends with the marines killing a female sniper and marching home singing the 

“Mickey Mouse March.” On another television appears Platoon (1986), Oliver Stone’s film 

depicting the horrors of war. The film highlights the atrocities committed by U.S. soldiers, the 

unimaginable hardship of the Vietnam War, and the disenchantment of experienced, veteran 

soldiers.  

“A satire” Paul Fussell, quoting Samuel Johnson, writes in “Killing, in Verse and Prose,” 

“is a poem in which wickedness of folly is censured’” (125). If so, both Full Metal Jacket and 

Platoon satirize the folly and wickedness of war. Ostensibly, both films are anti-war; 

rhetorically, both are meant to remind their viewers of the horror and suffering of war to suggest 
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that the United States, and more broadly, the world, should not engage in it. But the recruits, 

awaiting their initial medical examinations, seemed not to possess the intended emotional 

reaction. No one stood up, enraged by the horrors of war, to rip up their enlistment papers and 

return to civilian life. In fact, the opposite reaction seemed more prevalent. As my colleague 

related to me: “they were into it.” Knowing the horrors and suffering of war seemed to have the 

opposite effect of its intended rhetorical purpose. These new soldiers were more interested in 

participating in war because of the suffering emphasized in anti-war films. 

Paul Fussell’s war scholarship possesses the same didactic and rhetorical purpose as Full 

Metal Jacket and Platoon; all his books about wars are ostensibly anti-war. The highly 

acclaimed and influential The Great War and Modern Memory (1975) argues that the war 

experience was, for its combatants, essentially ironic. Combatants entered the war emboldened 

by romantic visions of battle and left embittered by a bleak, disenchanted reality. His studies of 

the Second World War, Wartime: Understanding and Behavior in the Second World War (1989) 

and The Boy’s Crusade (2003), emphasize the ineptitude of allied military forces and the petty 

harassment and humiliation that soldiers endured within their own ranks. Thank God for the 

Atom Bomb and Other Essays (1988) is dedicated to dismantling the arguments of “habitual 

euphemizers” as well as “rigid optimists and Disneyfiers of life” (9) that paint war, especially the 

Second World War which Fussell participated in as a combatant, in anything other than 

disillusioned light. His own memoir, Doing Battle: The Making of a Skeptic (1996), details his 

experience from innocence to disenchantment, his enlistment in the army and subsequent combat 

in Germany during the Second World War. His war oeuvre can be fairly generalized as satirizing 

the popular depiction of war as a romantic adventure with the rhetorical purpose of convincing 

its audience that they should never vote for or partake in conflict.  



135 
 

Scholars routinely criticize Fussell’s overreliance on autobiography and the didacticism 

that lies at the heart of his war criticism. In a fair and holistic overview of Fussell’s seminal 

work, Kate McLoughlin tracks the critical reception of The Great War and Modern Memory 

since its publication in 1975, pointing out the many scholars that highlight its historical 

inaccuracies, its flawed methodology, unrepresentative use of evidence, and reliance on 

autobiography (“The Great War and Modern Memory”). In “Combat Gnosticism: The Ideology 

of First World War Poetry Criticism,” James Campbell writes that “The mainstream criticism of 

First World War poetry, most conspicuously Paul Fussell’s The Great War and Modern Memory, 

has formed itself around a certain set of aesthetic and ethical principles that it garners from its 

own subject. In other words, the scholarship in question does not so much criticize the poetry 

which forms its subject as replicate the poetry’s ideology” (203). Highlighting the moral 

instruction, rather than critical explication, imbedded in Fussell’s work, Campbell argues that 

Fussell’s scholarship is chiefly an exercise in activism rather than intellectual exploration. 

My contribution to this conversation is to point out that Fussell’s war scholarship 

possesses the same rhetorical irony—a phrase meant to indicate that a work’s actual effects on its 

audience diverge wildly from its intended effects22—as Platoon and Full Metal Jacket; his own 

critical methodology for satirizing the suffering of war has the ironic rhetorical effect of 

glamorizing it. Scholars have long accused Fussell’s methodology of relying too much on his 

own experience of war, a condemnation that Fussell admits to in his memoir. But Fussell also 

demands that other scholars possess the same experience to explicate war experience. The 

subject of his satire—the needless agony and suffering of war—is used as a foundation of 

 
22 The definitions of both “rhetoric” and “irony” are debated. By rhetoric, I mean public announcements meant to 
persuade or inform an audience. For irony, I employ Fussell’s own use of the term in The Great War and Modern 
Memory, as a term bound by false expectations, doomed hope, and a radical difference between expectation and 
reality. As Fussell states, “irony is the attendant of hope, and the fuel of hope is innocence” (GWMM, 19-20). 
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authority to speak and explain combat experience, to the exclusion of other critics who do not 

have the same experience. Fussell’s critical methodology for satirizing the suffering of war, 

which I call here “criticism of witness,” has the ironic rhetorical effect of promoting it, of 

figuring the suffering experience as exclusive, revelatory, and a gateway to achieve expertise and 

truth. In “Thank God for the Atom Bomb,” his essay that supposedly provides a “soldier’s view” 

of the morality of using the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Fussell creates a class 

system of the having-suffered and the not-having-suffered-enough in his debate with other 

scholars, which aligns neatly with the knowledgeable and the ignorant. Beyond asserting that the 

suffering experience in combat promises a higher intellectual plane, Fussell asserts that “the 

importance of experience, sheer, vulgar experience, in influencing, if not determining, one’s 

views” (14) about the ethics of the bomb. Suffering in war not merely serves as a transcendent 

experience from innocence and ignorance to experience and knowledge, but also an avenue to a 

higher moral plane. Ultimately, Fussell’s stratification of experience through suffering isolates 

the study of war literature from the wider academic community. While the last few decades have 

seen the exponential growth of various literary subjects dedicated to the experience of different 

groups in academic institutions, such as women’s and African American literature, the study of 

war literature and combatant experience and culture remains marginalized and isolated. This is 

all the more ironic considering the unprecedented volume and influence of war literature and 

memoirs produced in the aftermath of World War I and throughout the twentieth century.23 One 

of Fussell’s legacies is making the study of combatant culture and war anti-intellectual, by which 

 
23 The historian of military memoirs Yuval Noah Harari writes in “Military Memoirs: A Historical Overview of the 
Genre from the Middle Ages to the Late Modern Era,” that “even the avalanche of American Civil War memoirs 
lacked any noticeable impact on the public view of war. In Contrast, by the 1930s First World War memoirs were 
able successfully to challenge the official [and romanticized] narratives of the war” (302). 
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I mean a deliberate exclusion of perspectives and ideas based on the experiential characteristics 

of scholars, rather than the merit of their arguments.   

We should value Fussell’s contribution to the study of war literature and culture, if not 

for its historical explication of war experience, but for its insight into how one man can see his 

own harrowing experience in combat and life through the literature of a previous generation. 

Fussell’s memoir Doing Battle articulates the many tragic moments in his life, including his 

frustration with his own loss of class and sense of humiliation in the army, the deaths of the 

soldiers around him in battle which he blamed on himself, and the death of his daughter in 

childbirth. An autobiographical reading of Fussell’s memoir and scholarship reveals that Fussell 

establishes a class of expertise built on experience to regain the social status he lost due to the 

humiliation and tragedy he endured in the army. Literary scholarship for Fussell became a new 

battleground to elevate the voices of the brutalized. One also discovers that Fussell’s scholarship 

regarding the literature of the First and Second World Wars offers an emotional resonance with 

his own life. The authors that frequent Fussell’s pages, like Siegfried Sassoon, Robert Graves, 

and Wilfred Owen, offer kinship across generations and a ready-made interpretation for Fussell’s 

own tragic experiences. Ultimately, we should read Fussell’s scholarship as the work of 

autobiography.  

The irony he finds in nearly every wartime situation reflects the irony he felt when, 

having grown up in secure and idyllic Pasadena, California, Fussell was forced into a world of 

precarity and violence. “It was warm and sunny, eminently pastoral. One lolled outside on a 

folding canvas chaise, or swam, or walked in the countryside. One read outdoors, went on 

picnics, had tea served from a white wicker table under the trees. You could leave your books on 

the table all night without fear of rain.” This is how Fussell describes the English, pre-war 
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summer of 1914 in The Great War and Modern Memory (25). This idyllic description could very 

well match Fussell’s own telling of his childhood. The son of a wealthy and influential lawyer, 

Fussell grew up in Pasadena, California, which he describes in his memoir, Doing Battle: The 

Making of a Skeptic (1996), as a “serene beginning.” Pasadena was “a place of some wealth and 

patrician social responsibility. The streets were immaculate. Because of the benign weather, 

street crosswalks stayed brightly white for years… The public schools were superb, a model for 

the nation, and the city government… was incorruptible” (10). While much of the nation feared 

and felt the effects of a growing depression, Fussell remembers that “we children were able to 

understand that a ‘depression’ was underway, but we didn’t know enough economics or 

sociology to wonder at our father’s choosing, just now, to build a costly, luxurious upper-middle-

class house on the other, and much better, side of town” (15). Protected by class and wealth, 

Fussell determines that it was this idyllic environment that enabled “Paul Fussell Jr. [to be] so 

easily insulated from the real world” (12). Fussell employs the pre-war summer of 1914 as a 

crucial part of his calculation of irony. Innocence yields to tragedy under the weight of the 

world’s ugliness, or, in his terms, “irony is the attendant of hope, and the fuel of hope is 

innocence” (GWMM, 19). We see Fussell’s own innocent childhood playing a similar role in the 

irony of his life, as the luxury and protection of his Pasadena upbringing yielding to the terrors of 

combat under the weight of the Second World War.  

In 1941, the war permanently altered Fussell’s sense of innocence. After the Japanese 

attack on Pearl Harbor, he writes that “The Fussell family deplored having to black out the front 

windows of the beach house. The beach in front, where we used to cavort in innocence and toast 

our wienies, was now a sinister place, patrolled by soldiers in the new pot helmets and bearing 

M-I rifles with fixed bayonets” (Doing Battle, 69). The beach house, a symbol of Fussell’s 
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privilege and class, now becomes a warzone, made ugly by the introduction of steel helmets, 

rifles, and bayonets. The irony that Fussell describes in both Doing Battle and The Great War 

and Modern Memory is of luxury interrupted, of wealth supplanted by the ugliness of lower-class 

existence. When Fussell enters the army, he is not repelled by the difficulty of life or its inherent 

violence, but its attack on his sensibilities and class identity. After being drafted and joining 

Officer Candidate School, Fussell writes that at Fort MacArthur “illusions were shattered from 

the very start when we were treated not at all as officer material but as ordinary drafted scum. 

We were lined up, insulted, shouted at, numbered, and hustled into a barracks building by 

contemptuous sergeants” (74). Even as a young man having just entered the army, Fussell seems 

keenly aware of the class divisions between officers and “the ordinary drafted scum.” He writes 

to his mother and father complaining of “an illiterate mess sergeant” being “quite profane” to 

him. The illusions which preceded his army experience were substantiated by his upper-class 

upbringing and protection. The war, at this point in Fussell’s life, is not an attack on his 

homeland but an attack on his class identity and station.   

Many critics have pointed out that Fussell uses his own experience to explicate the 

cultures of the First and Second World Wars. In her remarkably holistic overview of Fussell’s 

seminal text, Kate McLoughlin in writes in “New Impressions XVI: The Great War and Modern 

Memory,” that Fussell possesses an “insistence upon combat experience as the only basis on 

which truly to know the war” (436) and concludes that “the chief ‘rememberer’ in The Great 

War and Modern Memory is Fussell himself” (447). Dan Pinck claims in “The Great War and 

Paul Fussell’s Memory” that “Fussell lets his biases hang out with an almost nihilistic abandon” 

(292), while Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson argue in “Paul Fussell at War” that Fussell “hardly 

needs witnesses: he is clearly his own best witness” (75). In his critique of the critical activism 
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associated with scholars of World War I poetry, Joseph Campbell writes that “perhaps the single 

most important defining element of [World War I poetry and its criticism] is this emphasis on 

personal experience” whose chief text is, for Campbell, “most conspicuously Paul Fussell’s The 

Great War and Modern Memory” (203). While these scholars have noted the bias of Fussell’s 

method toward his own experience and those of others like him, they remain focused on 

Fussell’s combat experience. While Fussell’s experience in war is important, what I’m 

suggesting here is that his experience before the war is equally important to understanding the 

ironic formula through which he sees both the First and Second World Wars. Key to that formula 

is the loss of innocence, a term that, for Fussell, is synonymous with class security, wealth, and 

privilege.  

The loss of class privilege best explains Fussell’s lamentation of military culture in 

Wartime, his attempt to analyze “behavior and understanding in the Second World War.” What 

soldiers most hated about the war, Fussell claims, was not “the inevitable inconveniences of 

military life,” like “overcrowding…deprivation of personality” or “general boredom,” but a 

factor of military culture Fussell deems “chickenshit” (80). He defines chickenshit as “petty 

harassment of the weak by the strong; open scrimmage for power and authority and prestige; 

sadism thinly disguised as necessary discipline” (80). In other words, chickenshit is authority for 

the sake of authority, divorced from the strategic aim of winning of the war. It is a hierarchy 

enforced by the powerful within the military culture, a stratum in which Fussell found himself 

completely outside of after joining the army. Awaiting Officer Candidate School in basic 

training, Fussell realizes that he and his cohort of newly enlisted soldiers even lack the 

designation of soldier, and they are labeled “shitheads, assholes, and dumb fucks,” resulting in 

his sudden realization that he’d been “cruelly duped” and that his “ever emerging from [his] 
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current social status seemed quite impossible” (Doing Battle 75). At the Infantry School, Fussell 

claims that “the focus seemed less on winning the war by leading troops effectively than on 

simply surviving the course, and this emphasis on survival, [Fort] Benning resembled the combat 

culture of the larger war” and he would later claim that he had suffered “nineteen months of 

verbal abuse and humiliation” (87, 101).  

Fussell’s final disenchantment with the army and, in his own words, the world, came 

after he completed his training and deployed to Germany. In one of his first days in a combat 

zone, Fussell’s unit replaced another during the night and were shelled by German artillery some 

hundreds of yards away in a forest near St. Dié. Clumsily arrayed and unable to occupy their 

battle positions, Fussell’s unit was ordered to lay against a tree and sleep so that he could resume 

movement in the morning. “If darkness had mercifully hidden” the carnage around him, Fussell 

claims, “dawn disclosed” the “staring open eyes and greenish white faces and hands like marble” 

of dead German soldiers lying around him the night before as he “slept soundly as a babe” 

(Doing Battle 104-105). One body was a mere foot from Fussell’s resting body. Aware of the 

terror surrounding him, Fussell recalls: 

My boyish illusions, largely intact to that moment of awakening, fell away all at once, 

and suddenly I knew that I was not and would never be in a world that was reasonable or 

just. To transform silly conscripts into cold marble after passing them through unbearable 

humiliation and fear seemed to do them an interesting injustice. (105)  

Here is the moment of revelation, the ironic turn, and the loss of innocence. Before this, Fussell 

had only seen the dead at funerals, specifically his mother’s parents, who were “placid, dignified, 

cosmeticized, and decently on display in their expensive caskets” (105). Encountering the dead 

bodies of enemy soldiers would undoubtedly remove Fussell’s childhood illusions of warfare, 
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but we must also scrutinize the language of class and the loss of social status that accompanies 

his remembrance of this revelation. Fussell’s calls the deaths of the German soldiers an 

“interesting injustice” partly due to the “unbearable humiliation” he presumes they endured, as 

he had during his basic training and officer candidate school. Like him, they must have endured 

the “chickenshit” of forceful entry and stasis into a lower class. Fussell juxtaposes the corpses of 

these men with those of his wealthy grandparents. These soldiers were not cosmeticized or 

buried with wealth surrounding them, a clear and tangible representation of the loss of social 

station. Fussell later claims that the main message the war sent him was: “You are expendable. 

Don’t imagine that your family’s good opinion of you will cut any ice here. You are just another 

body to be used” (108). Any wealth and privilege of Fussell’s former life now held no influence. 

The loss of innocence now permanently signified the loss of social station.   

 In a recent article, the author and Marine Phil Klay problematizes what he deems as the 

“poetry of witness” of Wilfred Owen, whose life Klay determines “is inextricable from his 

poetry.” 24 The poet of witness represents, according to Klay, “poetry’s solidarity with the 

doomed, the deprived, the victimized, the under-privileged. The witness is any figure in whom 

the truth-telling urge and the compulsion to identify with the oppressed becomes necessarily 

integral with the act of writing itself.” The witness need not identify with the oppressed 

categorically, but experientially, for the author’s connection with the oppressed is not merely 

expressed in writing “but in deed… it is done through direct suffering.” In “Combat 

Gnosticism,” Campbell affirms Klay’s critique, noting that “perhaps the single most important 

defining element of the genre is this emphasis on personal experience” (205). After identifying 

Owen as a poet of witness who speaks on behalf of the suffering troops in World War I, Klay 

 
24 See “False Witness: On Writing about War” in The Point Magazine, Issue 27, April 26, 2022.  
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asks “who the hell is Wilfred Owen speaking for?” while pondering “did these men want to be 

spoken for, and even if they did, would it really be their suffering they wanted pleaded on their 

behalf?” 

 We could, of course, ask that same question of Paul Fussell, whose criticism is 

inextricable from his experience and whose writing possesses the same didactic, truth-telling 

urge that Owen’s does. While Fussell certainly appropriates the voice of combat troops, he also 

appropriates the voice of those whom he deems fill those ranks: the working class. After leaving 

the army, Fussell realizes “the extirpation of Boy Fussell” and his complete loss of innocence, 

partly due to his realization that he has been among the working class throughout his war 

experience. Fussell approvingly quotes the military historian Russell Weigley, who wrote that 

“The American army of World War II habitually filled the ranks of its combat infantry with its 

least promising recruits, the uneducated, the unskilled, the unenthusiastic” (171), and Fussell 

concludes that “the bulk of those killed by bullets and shells were the ones normally killed in 

peacetime in mine disasters, industrial and construction accidents, lumbering, and fire and police 

work” (171-172). Fussell remarks in “Killing, in Verse and Prose” that these working class, 

combat veterans of the Second World War possess a “resolute disinclination… to try to interpret 

the uninterpretable” resulting in a new “laconic style” that emblematized the post-war 

memorialization of the war. If “the Second War was silent,” generally, Fussell is loquacious on 

the combat soldier’s behalf. 

 Take, for example, his loquacious defense of the combat soldier’s perspective in “Thank 

God for the Atom Bomb.”  Responding to what Fussell considers the common historical 

interpretation of the atom bomb as unethical, he asserts “the importance of experience, sheer 

vulgar experience, in influencing, if not determining, one’s views about the first use of the 
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bomb” (14). The experience Fussell emphasizes is not merely one of combat but also, 

inextricably, one of class. What one did in the war depends on what Fussell deems as a “dirty 

little secret of social class in America,” for the ranks of infantry formations are filled with the 

uneducated, the unskilled, and working class. Why does Fussell feel compelled to speak on their 

behalf? His answer: 

There’s an eloquence problem: most of those with firsthand experience of the war at its 

worst were not elaborately educated people. Relatively inarticulate, most have remained 

silent about what they know. That is, few of those destined to be blown to pieces if the 

main Japanese islands had been invaded went on to become our most effective men of 

letters or impressive ethical theorists or professors of contemporary history or of 

international law. (15)  

We must note here that Fussell received a doctorate from Harvard University and would become 

an “effective man of letters” and an “impressive… professor,” with postings at Rutgers 

University and the University of Pennsylvania; at the latter he occupied the Donald T. Regan 

chair of English Literature (Doing Battle 268). Fussell has precisely the characteristics he 

attributes to those who overly-intellectualize the ethics of the bomb. Indeed, the debate over the 

bomb can, according to Fussell, be characterized as a struggle between “actuality” and 

“rationalistic abstraction” (20), or the “collision between experience and theory” (24). The lower 

classes possessed actuality and experience, which the educated classes did not because of their 

societal privilege. According to Fussell, the lower classes are not educated or articulate enough 

to comprehend or communicate their experience. We must note here an obvious problem with 

Fussell’s categorization of the American combat veteran: with the advent of the G.I. Bill, more 

American veterans had access to college education than ever before. Indeed, more than eight 
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million veterans went to university between 1940 and 1950 and, able to speak and write for 

themselves, many of them captured their experiences in memoirs and autobiographical works 

(“75 Years of the GI Bill”). Clearly articulate and relishing polemic wit, Fussell nevertheless 

speaks on behalf of a class which he believes cannot speak for itself precisely because he 

operates in both classes: he has both vulgar experience and educated eloquence. Having lost his 

social privilege and class distinction in the war, and therefore having experienced the “vulgar” 

realities of combat, and then having regained that class privilege through elite education, Fussell 

possesses the precise recipe for his formulation of truth: experience and eloquence.   

 If Fussell’s title, “Thank God for the Atom Bomb,” is free of satire and sardonicism, his 

ad hominem attack against the diplomat John Kenneth Galbraith— “I don’t demand that he 

experience having his ass shot off. I merely note that he didn’t” (18)—is certainly not. 

Throughout the essay, Fussell routines dismisses the moralistic critics of the atom bomb because 

of what he considers their lack of experience “having their ass shot off.” Here lies Fussell’s 

critics most common denunciation: a method based on experience rather than abstraction. Kate 

McLoughlin writes that The Great War and Modern Memory possesses “insistence upon combat 

experience as the only basis on which truly to know the war” (436) rather than what Fussell 

considers “rationalistic abstraction[s]” divorced from “actuality” (“Thank God,” 20). Such 

abstractions, Fussell claims, reflect “a historian’s tidy hindsight” (23); in other words, arguments 

made that are philosophically and morally coherent, ahistorical rather than based on the 

experience of history, and engaged with other perspectives. Unencumbered by abstractions, 

Fussell is free to write seemingly paradoxical arguments, like the one held in “Thank God” that 

McLoughlin points out “that the A-bombing was ‘a vast historical tragedy’ and ‘precisely the 

right thing’” (449).  
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 There is a tidiness in Fussell’s own work, notably in his selective body of evidence to 

support an equally tidy conclusion of how combatants experienced the First and Second Wars. 

Many scholars have criticized Fussell lack of completeness, as Prior and Wilson point out that 

within The Great War and Modern Memory that “There is nothing here about the war at sea… or 

of the war in the air” (66). The Western Front is the book’s central focus, as it is in most 

collective memories of the war, a fact which Fussell readily admits in its preface. But Fussell 

lacks even a comprehensive account of those fighting on it. The narrowness of Fussell’s primary 

texts, notably the trench poets, “left Fussell, like Johnston and Bergonzi before him, open to 

criticism for narrowness and elitism: the Great War of The Great War and Modern Memory 

encompasses no air or sea war, no home front, no European or Empire or female voices” (439) 

according to McLoughlin, and the most common sources cited in both The Great War and 

Modern Memory and Wartime are literary, rather than historically rooted ephemera, like letters 

and diaries. As he states in the preface to The Great War, Fussell researched first-hand, non-

literary accounts of the war in the Imperial War Museum, but even those accounts seem too 

neatly aligned with Siegfried Sassoon’s, Robert Graves’, and Edmund Blunden’s,25 so much so 

that Leonard Smith claimed that “Fussell invoked non-literary figures simply to affirm practices 

employed by the great war writers” (243). Criticism of Wartime is even more scathing. Dan 

Pinck claims that “Fussell’s moral, political, and historical judgement is out to lunch” (293) and 

largely disputes the historical assertions that Fussell makes about military culture in the Second 

World War because of his overreliance on literary sources, stating that “[he] suspect[s] Liddell 

Hart and Forrest Pogue are sounder authorities than Evelyn Waugh and Louis Simpson—though 

not so entertaining” (299). Fussell’s amalgamation of evidence all points to two fundamentally 

 
25 Whose own interpretations of World War I experience, as I discussed in chapter 1 and 2, were not universal across 
British formations.  
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similar claims for both world wars. While The Great War and Modern Memory emphasizes the 

loss of innocence yielding a new, century defining consciousness of irony, Wartime claims that 

American and British soldiers, thinking they were fighting fascism abroad, instead fought 

fascism in the form of “chickenshit” in their own mismanaged military ranks.  

 Claims of elitism and unrepresentative evidence circle nearly every one of Fussell’s 

historically focused books, though the fact that Fussell uses so-called “elitist” sources to give 

voice to the lower class is still an unexplained contradiction. A reading of Fussell’s scholarship 

alongside his memoir suggests that the use of elite literature to support the claim that experience 

trumps abstraction underscores Fussell’s attempt to craft a higher class for the humiliated and 

brutalized. Fussell writes in Class: A Guide Through the American Status System (1983) that 

“after blasted hopes, envy. The force of sheer class envy behind vile and even criminal behavior 

in this country, the result in part of disillusion over the official myth of classlessness, should 

never be underestimated” (20). While Class pertains ostensibly to the American status system, 

his conclusions appear remarkably close to his experience in the Second World War and his 

criticism of the first. Scandalized by his own loss of station, disenchanted by the humiliation he 

endures from the “chickenshit” of the Army, Fussell’s enmity towards those who hadn’t 

experienced suffering pervade his scholarship. His enmity inverts existing class structures: those 

whose station prevents them from having to suffer in war occupy the bottom rung, for they lack 

the knowledge to speak, while the lower classes, who do experience the suffering of military 

culture and battle, are now positioned as authoritative sources. Fussell’s martial status system is 

not one of wealth but knowledge, engendered by the experience of suffering.   

 The hierarchy Fussell crafts pits the knowledgeable against the ignorant. Take, for 

example, the “gross dichotomizing” Fussell emphasizes in the chapter “Adversary Proceedings” 
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in The Great War and Modern Memory, in which he claims that “the most indispensable concept 

underlying the energies of modern writing is that of ‘the enemy’” (83). Here the enemy takes 

many forms, but none of them are German or Austro-Hungarian. Instead, Fussell highlights “the 

enemy to the rear” (90), where he represents knowledge spatially, with the front representing 

truth and experience and all the space behind it signifying ever-increasing amounts of ignorance. 

First—the staff. Using Siegfried Sassoon as a primary substantiating source, Fussell claims that 

“the standard indictment brought by the troops against the Staff was that it was innocent of actual 

conditions on the line, and that the reason was scandalous: its funk, it was said, prevented its 

even approaching the front” (91). “Innocent” as the primary adjective describing the staff after 

the verb “is” tells much: the staff had not yet begun Fussell’s ironic journey toward modern 

consciousness. They are innocent, rather than ignorant, of the front’s ugly reality. Note, too, the 

staff’s reason for avoiding the front: its smell. Here Fussell highlights the distinctly class-based 

differences in sensibility.26 The staff are not, in this telling, afraid of the danger or death, but are 

instead so unused to the austere conditions and of the front its regrettable hygienic consequences 

that they cannot stand to smell the men living on the front. Luxury and innocence define the 

staff, as they did boy Fussell before his experience with “chickenshit” in the army.  

 Civilians are the chiefly innocent. According to Fussell “the causes of [their] 

incomprehension were numerous” (95). Fussell emphasizes the “rigid censorship” of information 

coming from the front to the homes of British citizenry and notes that few soldiers “wrote the 

truth in letters home for fear of causing needless uneasiness” (95). These logical reasons for 

civilians not knowing the true brutality of the war did not stop the soldier-authors whom Fussell 

cites from indicting them, even militantly. Fussell quotes Charles Sorley in a letter home “I 

 
26 A difference most celebrated by the German memoirist Ernst Jünger, whom I discuss in Chapter 2.  
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should like so much to kill whoever was primarily responsible for the war” and the journalist 

Philip Gibbs as writing that soldiers “hated the smiling women in the streets. They loathed the 

old men… They desired that profiteers should die by poison-gas. They prayed to God to get the 

Germans to send Zeppelins to England—to make the people know what war meant” (94). Fussell 

details a real animus, indeed murderous envy, between the fighting troops and all others shielded 

by the security of either a cushy staff job or not have serving on the front at all. For Fussell who, 

John Howard Wilson points out, “is incessantly ‘rank-conscious’…perceiving literature and life 

in terms of hierarchy” (174), the true distinction lies in the philosophy that experience yields 

knowledge: “the opposition between the troops and the enemy to the rear” Fussell concludes,  

is like an odd resumption of the collision between Arnold’s Educated and his Philistines, 

or between the Vulgarians and Aesthetes of the Nineties. Only here the role of the 

Sensitive is assumed by those who have been brutalized on the line, while those who 

have remained unscarred are the Brutes. (GWMM 98)  

Brutalization, in this formulation, engenders sensitivity, a word that reflects not only the 

possession of knowledge but the ability to ascertain knowledge in the future. Through their 

brutalization, the brutalized now have a sensitive way of knowing, where their civilian 

counterparts vulgarly perceive the world through the veil of ignorance. 

 Here Fussell’s own experience as an infantryman serving on a war’s front, acrimoniously 

receiving orders from his higher headquarters, influenced his perception of those who fought and 

did not fight in the First and Second World War. In Doing Battle, Fussell recounts having 

received an order to attack by a battalion intelligence officer, who he claims fantasized about 

returning “with a string of prisoners” (141). Overlooking, or possibly ignoring, the many 

atrocities that front-line soldiers committed against enemy prisoners of war, Fussell claims that 
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he and other experienced soldiers found that the best way to interact with prisoners was with 

kindness: he offered them cigarettes, knowing firsthand the prisoner’s suffering and the ensuing 

astonishment at a simple act of kindness. The intelligence officer, however, had prisoners 

“remove [their] boots and socks and stand outside in the snow until” the prisoner was willing 

give valuable information. Fussell concludes that “the safe bellicosity and facile cruelty of that 

battalion intelligence officer were not unusual in those who stayed well to the rear of the 

fighting. My memory of the relation of staffs to combat troops… stayed with me long enough to 

color my views about the relation in my subsequent books about both the First and Second 

World Wars” (140). Fussell’s admission that his own experience colored his analytical views is 

no revelation, for he readily admits as much in many of his works. But the moral hierarchy he 

generalizes between the brutalized and non-brutalized surfaces in the anecdote through the 

almost veiled double negative—the cruelty and brutishness of non-combatants was “not 

unusual.” Through suffering, the brutalized reaches a higher moral plane. Of Wilfred Owen, Phil 

Klay comments: “note the hierarchy Owen establishes in his verse, with his suffering soldiers 

immeasurably more valuable than the civilians back home” (19). The same can be said of 

Fussell’s formulation, for civilians and non-combatants not only lack a sense of truth and 

knowledge but also the ability to understand it.  

 It would be a cliché to state, as countless others have, that the truths of war cannot be put 

into words. This tidy aphorism poses the question of why so many combatant-authors wrote their 

experience into verse and prose following the war with the express purpose of informing the 

general public of war’s truths, especially to a public who lacks the sensitivity to even deduce 

truth. Owen writes in a preface to his posthumously published Poems that “these elegies are to 

this generation in no sense consolatory. They may be to the next. All a poet can do to-day is 
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warn. That is why the true Poets must be truthful” (vii). Owen, by confessing that his poetry is 

“not concerned with Poetry,” but with “War, and the pity of War” (vii), expresses the 

fundamental rhetorical purpose of his verse: a didactic, moral instruction for the ignorant. His 

verse will not inform the generation that endured the suffering of the trenches, for they already 

know the truths imbedded in his lines, but to future generations which have not been brutalized 

in the war. Scandalized by the brutalization he endured in the Second World War, Fussell took 

on a similarly didactic aim following his discharge.  

 Fussell’s literary and social scholarship became his new battlefield in which he fought the 

ignorant and unbrutalized. What infuriated him was not only the violence he experienced but the 

civilian depiction of that violence through what he considered cliché and euphemism. His quest 

to begin literary studies was fueled, he states, by “a revulsion, almost physical, at fraudulent 

language, especially patriotic clichés” (177) of newspapers and magazines that cast the war in a 

moral light. He attached one newspaper for claiming that a soldier “gave his life” (Fussell’s 

emphasis), because it suggested “the motives of soldiers, who were, after all, for the most part 

highly unwilling conscripts anxious to give if necessary anything but their lives” (177). Literary 

scholarship would be Fussell’s avenue for societal redemption, believing that “our efforts would 

help restore subtlety, civility, and decency after their wartime disappearance.” For Fussell, “this 

seemed almost a religious act, demanding from its devotees their complete emotional and 

spiritual commitment. The world was not to be saved from its folly, brutality, and coarseness of 

conscious by the techniques of close reading and disciplined explication” (185).  Fussell’s 

devotion to remedying the world’s brutality, chiefly held the civilians who euphemized the war 

because they had not been in it, became a foundation of Fussell’s professional life. His criticism 

became, as his career progressed, increasingly combative. His life of enemies included:  
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Habitual euphemizers, professional dissimulators, inadequately educated academic 

administrators, censors, artistically pretentious third-rate novelists, sexual puritans, rigid 

optimists and Disneyfiers of life, writers who bitch about the reviews they receive, 

humorless critical doctrinaires with grievances (Marxist, Feminist, what-have-you_, the 

sly rhetoricians of the National Rifle Association, exploiters of tourists, and, of course, 

the President [Ronald Reagan]. (Thank God for the Atom Bomb and Other Essays 9)  

When one reads the collected essays within Thank God for the Atom Bomb, one gets the 

impression that Fussell is not merely polemical but intensely and personally angry. He is not 

arguing; he is fighting. In his introduction to the 2013 edition of The Great War and Modern 

Memory, Jay Winter recalls that he was once driving across the German countryside in the late 

1970s to attend a conference. Fussell, according to Winter, “would scan the horizon in a quick 

and methodical manner” (ix). After asking Fussell why he was staring so intently out of the 

window, Fussell responded that “it was a reflex from his army duty he still could not change. 

Whenever he passed a point of interest, he scanned the landscape for the best place to put an 

anti-tank gun” (ix). In Doing Battle, Fussell claims that, at the time of writing the memoir, 

whenever he was “riding in a car or on a train, I still locate in the passing landscape good 

positions for machine guns, antitank guns, or minefields” (183). Clearly, Fussell had not left the 

war behind him. Despite his best efforts, he was unable to say “Good-bye To All That” to the 

Second World War. His academic career simply morphed into a new battlefield. Whereas Fussell 

fought not only the German army but also the chickenshit and proto fascism of his own army in 

the Second World War, in his academic career he fought the philistine brutishness of civilian 

discourse concerning the memory of the war.  



153 
 

 While Fussell certainly had something to fight about, he also began taking on a 

population to fight for. When he returned to Pasadena after the war, he found the town tirelessly 

optimistic, concluding that he must leave because “anxiety and doubt are indispensable to the 

makeup of the complete person” (Doing Battle 176). It was not simply cheeriness that compelled 

Fussell to leave, but also the wealth and security that his background offered. Taking his cues 

from World War I authors, Fussell recalls that through “Hemingway’s short story ‘Soldier’s 

Home’ I embraced as a virtual campaign plan for my impending disjunction from bourgeois life” 

(186). Fussell was to speak for the infantryman, who like Owen, he compared to the working 

class, which developed in him “some social-justice convictions quite at odds with [his] 

upbringing” (177), because the war had not merely been a catastrophe for Europe but also the 

American working class. Since the infantryman was primarily working class, the war was “an 

unintended form of eugenics, clearing the population of the dumbest, the least skilled, the least 

promising of all young American males.” “They’re fate,” Fussell claims, “constituted an 

unintended but inescapable holocaust” (172). Without irony or self-deprecation, Fussell narrates 

his journey from southern California to graduate school at Harvard as an escape from bourgeois 

security and as an opportunity to speak for the brutalized yet sensitive, inarticulate, and silent 

masses of combat veterans.  

 If it was Fussell’s intention to educate an unsophisticated, brutish society through close 

reading and explication, his criticism certainly fell short, because his rhetorical purpose was not 

so much to educate but to attack. His writing about the Second World War was especially fueled 

by an animus by those who had not suffered, because Fussell admits that he was “bitterly angry 

at men of my age who had managed to survive the war in comfort and cleanliness” (Doing Battle 

213). Thus in “Thank God for the Atom Bomb, Fussell disputes his high-minded interlocutors’ 
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assertions that the use of the bomb was immoral based on their “sheer, vulgar experience” or 

lack thereof (14). Jon Kenneth Galbraith is mistaken in his argument about the bomb’s ethical 

consequences because “he worked in the Office of Price Administration in Washington” during 

the war (18). Michael Sherry is mistaken because he was “safe at home” at “eight months old, in 

danger only of falling out of his pram” (19). David Joravsky can only produce “a historian’s tidy 

hindsight” because he had “no deadly contact with the Japanese,” for he was “a young, combat 

innocent soldier… on his way to the Pacific when the war ended” (21). J. Glenn Gray, author of 

The Warriors, falsely attributes guilt about the atomic bomb to American soldiers because of his 

“remoteness from experience.” Gray worked at Division headquarters, which according to 

Fussell is “miles—miles—behind the line where soldiers experience terror and madness and 

relieve those pressures by crazy brutality and sadism” (Fussell’s emphasis, 30). Michael Walzer, 

the author of Just and Unjust Wars, wrote an essay in response to “Thank God for the Atom 

Bomb” in the New Republic, to which Fussell replied that he was “grateful… for his courteous 

demurrer” (42). After taking some issue with Walzer’s historical data to dispute the bomb’s 

moral case, Fussell writes that “I don’t want to be needlessly offensive, nor to insist that no 

person whose life was not saved by the A-bomb can come to a clear—by which I mean a 

complicated—understanding of the moral balancesheet. But I note,” Fussell concludes his 

response with, “in 1945 Michael Walzer, for all the emotional warmth of his current argument, 

was ten years old” (44).  

 The irony here is that, although Fussell demands from his interlocutors a moral 

framework that is both “clear” and “complicated,” the hierarchy he establishes between the 

having-suffered and the haven’t-suffered is crafted with the utmost simplicity. As John Howard 

Wilson points out, with a note of satire, that “Fussell often deals with only one side of an issue, 
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achieving brilliance and clarity without worrying about balance or completeness” (175). 

Fussell’s method can be described as a steadfast refusal to engage in nuance. Fussell’s 

motivation behind writing “Thank God for the Atom Bomb” makes coherent his lack of 

intellectual rigor. He writes in Doing Battle that “One of my intentions was to strike back at the 

high-minded and unimaginative and thus achieve an infantryman’s small revenge against remote, 

insulated observers of the war laboring under something close to Owen’s ‘insensibility’” (291). 

“Thank God for the Atom Bomb” isn’t primarily concerned with the ethics of the bomb, but at 

highlighting the injustice that “sheer, vulgar” experience not being centered in the debate. It is a 

cathartic release of anger at the men who hadn’t suffered in the war, who hadn’t experienced the 

ironic coming-of-age story central to Fussell’s war oeuvre. It is “revenge” against the clean and 

unbrutalized.  

 “Thank God for the Atom Bomb” is a reclamation of social status and authority lost 

through the humiliation of the army and the brutalization of violence endured at the front. The 

essay does not, at its core, engage in a debate about the ethics of the bomb or seek to inform its 

audience about a soldierly perspective; instead, it sets the parameters of the debate along a 

vertical hierarchy. It does not, as Fussell replies to Walzer, merely “offer a soldier’s view” (44) 

but establishes the suffering soldier’s perspective as all-knowing and the academics’ view firmly 

rooted in a clean and unbrutalized ignorance. His purpose is not didactic. Rather than 

complicating the moral ambiguity of the bomb, Fussell simplifies it along a neat hierarchy in 

which the sufferer has authority and the non-suffering cannot speak. I’m reminded here of Phil 

Klay’s proclamation of Owen’s verse: “For those who prefer their literature to have easily 

digestible messages that discard the messy complications of life, moralistic literature is an ever-

present option” (11). Fussell’s war oeuvre is similarly simplistic, for all you have to know is that 
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war imbitters its participants and one cannot speak of war without having suffered immensely for 

it. The reclamation of social status is central to Fussell’s work as well. I draw another connection 

to Owen, with Klay stating that when he joined the Marines “Owen’s poem assured me that, by 

joining, I’d be ascending to a higher moral category than civilian (20). Fussell, as much as Owen 

and Sassoon, was responsible for the creation of the sufferer’s higher moral category. 

 One need not look far for evidence of Fussell’s influence across the studies of World War 

I literature, war literature more broadly, or even the study of military history. So strikingly often 

do the authors of war history and literary analysis feel compelled to celebrate or disclaim their 

own biographical experience with war that it has become now something of a cliché. So 

prevalent is an introductory confession of inexperience that Leonard Smith writes “non-

Combatants writing the history of war felt obliged to confess their status as outsiders long before 

the sort of confessional academic writing that emerged in the 1980s and beyond, in which 

scholars came to explain their personal relationship to their subject” (248-249). Examples are 

plentiful. In his introduction to the study of killing in combat, the psychologist and Army veteran 

Dave Grossman confesses in “A Personal Note” that although he is “a soldier of twenty years’ 

service,” he had “not killed in combat.” (xxx). The very first sentence of the famed historian 

John Keegan’s The Face of Battle states “I have not been in a battle; not near one, nor heard one 

from afar, nor seen the aftermath” (13). And even Leonard Smith, who writes about the need for 

non-combatant authors to discuss war, disclaims at the end of his essay that he is “someone who 

never even had to register for the draft, and as someone who never got closer to a war than an 

archive or a television set” (259). A comparison to other fields of study makes this confessional 

practice all the more aberrational. While scholars routinely situate their own biographies relative 

to the subjects they discuss, a white scholar does not need to disclaim their lack of color when 
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analyzing literature focused on African American experience. A man need not confess his 

inexperience when explicating the work of women authors. Even trauma studies, whose subject 

matter many relate to the suffering endured at war, does not have the practice of the author 

confessing their personal experience with traumatic events. The study of war and its literature is 

insular, exclusive, and mystified by the hierarchy that Fussell helps establish.  

 We may also offer another interpretation, and therefore come to an amended conclusion, 

of Fussell’s war oeuvre. Fussell’s work may not be, in its essence, limited to the study of war. A 

study suggests the observer detaches from its subject in order to offer a holistic and, however 

possible, objective account of its subject matter. Fussell himself confesses that this is not his 

method throughout Doing Battle. In his memoir, Fussell asks “did service as a young infantry 

officer in whatever time and place bring some special knowledge of humanity in relation to 

oneself?” (263). We might better interpret this question as did Fussell himself learn from his 

experience in combat in relation to his own life. So shocking was his experience in the Second 

World War that the verse and prose of Robert Graves, Wilfred Owen, and Siegfried Sassoon 

provided a much needed, cathartic release. By his own admission, “The Great War and Modern 

Memory… was an act of implicit autobiography” (266). One cannot help but see resonances with 

Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms when Fussell recounts the loss of a child to a still born death. 

In a tragic recollection, Fussell reflects that “It was a little girl, and since she had never lived, we 

never even named her. The whole experience dramatized the abridgement of hope and the 

delusions of optimism that were to become my most familiar intellectual and emotional themes, 

and the death of this little girl, when life and delight were expected, pushed me further toward 

my identity as an ironist” (228). Even his non-war academic work reflects the influence and 

resonance literature played within his life. Fussell writes of his book about Samuel Johnson: 
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“The conclusion, where I talked about Johnson’s fondness for elegy and irony in The Lives of the 

Poets, was really about myself” (262). Ultimately, we should not read Fussell’s oeuvre as 

primarily an explication of the wars or the war’s literature, but an attempt by a man to understand 

the tragedy of his own life with the literature he found the most emotionally resonant: the ironic 

and the tragic. 

 An even larger irony and indeed tragedy is that by emphasizing his own suffering as his 

authority to speak, Fussell glamorizes the very hardship he attempts to censure. Like Full Metal 

Jacket and Platoon, his work proposes to offer exclusive, insider knowledge of the realities of 

battle and stratifies the lines between the knowledgeable and the ignorant, between the brutalized 

and the innocent. At the conclusion of “Killing, In Verse and Prose,” an essay that ponders why 

soldiers continue fighting in wars even though artistic depictions of combat highlight battle’s 

gruesome reality, Fussell describes a moment in which the novelist James Jones and fellow 

writer Willie Morris, as well as their sons, visit the battlefield at Antietam. The men describe 

how so many soldiers died that, after the smoke of the battle settled, bodies “lay so thick… that 

as far as the eye could see a man could walk upon them without once touching the ground” 

(143). Horrified, one of the boys wonders “why do men do it?” to which Jones replies “because 

they didn’t want to appear unmanly in front of their friends” (144). Contrary to the stated aim of 

his scholarship, Fussell’s work generates a motive for the young soldier to fight. His scholarship 

creates an unenviable category of “unmanly” that includes anyone untouched by the suffering of 

war and unknowledgeable of the wisdom that pain provides. If Fussell is correct that there exists 

a “universal young man’s need for assurance of his manhood,” his own scholarship contributes 

to the reason that war will “happen again, and again, and again, and again” (144).  
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 Rather than galvanizing the public against conflict, Fussell’s oeuvre proposes that only an 

elite class of sufferers can know war, limiting the number of voices able to contribute to public 

discourse about it. Such an exclusive, undemocratic approach to the discourse of war does not 

promote peace; it makes war less knowable, and therefore less visible, to the public that is 

ultimately responsible for waging it.  
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AFTERWORD 
 

Treating War Literature as Literature 

 

 In a war literature class I teach at West Point, I’m continually struck by an odd 

phenomenon: whenever we encounter a work depicting the experience of war from the twentieth 

century, many of my students’ first critical reaction is to ask about the biography of the author to 

evaluate the text’s authenticity. For instance, we recently read Julien Gracq’s wonderfully surreal 

Balcony in the Forest (1958), a novel about the so-called “phony war” of 1939, which details the 

journey of a French lieutenant waiting for the war to start on the Maginot line. My students were 

pleased to learn of Gracq’s own biography as a French lieutenant during the Second World War. 

Our next novel, Vasily Grossman’s depiction of the Soviet retreat in WWII, The People 

Immortal (1942), received greater scrutiny due to Grossman’s profession as a journalist rather 

than soldier. “How could he know” what he was writing about, a student asked. How could 

Grossman, a man in too poor of health to ever serve on the front line, imagine the conversations 

of soldiers waiting at an ambush? How could he imagine the inner turmoil of a commander 

facing relentless and efficient attacks from the Germans? How could he imagine the pain and 

suffering of the combatant? 

A colleague of mine, who co-teaches the war literature course with me, continually 

reminds our students that, unlike strictly historical renderings of war, the authors of literature and 

fiction have creative license. They can and should deviate from their biographies to create never-

before-said discussions; they should imagine rather than strictly reproduce the complicated and 

diverse reactions to the calamity of warfare; they should attempt the task of creating a subjective 

perspective outside their own. 
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 Why are generic expectations of twentieth century war literature so bound up in authorial 

biography when, for example, none of my students have ever inquired into the biography of 

Homer, surely the most famous writer of war? No one bats an eye at Virgil’s depiction of 

Aeneas’ enraged fury on the battlefield. I’ve never been asked for Shakespeare’s martial resume, 

despite his creation of Hotspur and Falstaff. The discrepancy begs an obvious question: why 

afford Homer greater creative license than Willa Cather? Why expect more biographical 

authority from Grossman than Shakespeare? The answer, in large part, lies in the critical legacy 

of World War I literature and in how that legacy has shaped the expectation of who can and 

cannot write about war experience.  

 The first chapter of this dissertation has highlighted emblematic authors of the so-called 

disenchanted camp who, I argue, suggest that disillusionment is not merely a devastated and 

traumatized mindset, but also a higher moral and intellectual plane than that of their 

inexperienced civilian counterparts. Disenchantment is esoteric, insider knowledge only obtained 

through flesh-experience. The second chapter, in which I have analyzed the staunchly militaristic 

works of Ernst Jünger, argues that, while Jünger arrives at a fundamentally opposite 

interpretation of war experience, he nonetheless posits that the flesh-experience of battle acts as a 

transformative event leading to a higher artistic state. Of course, there is nothing wrong with 

suggesting either interpretation of World War I precisely because these authors all have creative 

license to depict the war experience as they see fit in fiction, and according to their individual 

impressions in memoir. But when scholars who are trained to teach and illuminate literature 

demand authorial biography as a prerequisite for writerly authenticity, they change the 

expectations we have of literature and restrict who may and may not endeavor to write it. Two 

scholars whose work this dissertation has emphasized, H.L. Mencken and Paul Fussell, helped 
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change the expectations of war literature after World War I and limited whose voices were 

authorized to create and interpret war literature. Ironically, by establishing a hierarchy of 

authority based on suffering on the battlefield, these critics glamorize what they attempt to 

condemn, as I have demonstrated in my last chapter. Another consequence of their demands for 

authorial authenticity is that war literature is no longer treated as literature, for authors are no 

longer given creative license to imagine. Mencken and Hemingway excoriate Cather not for an 

artistic deficiency, but rather levy crude accusations of misappropriation and plagiarism based on 

her biography. While One of Ours and A Farewell to Arms are works of fiction, the generic 

expectations associated with both were and are more aligned with autobiography. Since 

Hemingway is viewed, sometimes erroneously, as having the biography to substantiate his 

fiction, his work has endured while Cather’s has disappeared from public view. Fussell goes 

even further by suggesting that interpretation of war-related history, the testimony of soldiers, 

and artistic depictions of war is only possible for the experienced combat soldier. “Thank God 

for the Atom Bomb” dissuades imaginative endeavors in evaluating the use of the atomic bomb, 

asserting that only those with “sheer, vulgar experience,” can fully appreciate the moral 

complications of the bomb. Texts about war therefore become exclusive, mystified, and isolated. 

 Such isolationism comes with consequences. Excluding war literature from the public 

and suggesting that it belongs only to a privileged few deprives students of a valuable form of art 

that tells us much about being human. If war is, as some claim, a uniquely difficult experience to 

translate into words, it would seem to our communal benefit to receive a diverse array of texts 

that examine human reactions to war. Beyond its value as an object of art, including war 

literature in the classroom is all the more crucial considering that wars often occur in isolation 

from the wider public. Since 1973, the United States has had an all-volunteer military, with the 
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percentage of the population joining the military and participating in war having shrunk over 

time. But warfare continues for U.S. combatants, civilians in war zones, and for those whose 

loved ones participate, often outside of the public’s notice. Isolating war literature can have the 

unfortunate consequence of further isolating war from the democratic society that implicitly 

sanctions it.  

 Instead of the disenchanted consensus about war that was so influential in the aftermath 

of World War I, the cultural productions associated with our most current wars are enchanted 

with an elite class of warriors. The most prevalent martial protagonists of the wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan are Special Forces, Navy SEALs, and other highly specialized groups. The special 

operations autobiographies I’ve referenced throughout this dissertation, including those of David 

Goggins, Marcus Luttrell, and Richard Marcinko, all situate the suffering their authors endured 

in training and elsewhere as a means toward a higher consciousness and authority to write about 

the war. While special operations members are a minority among United States service members 

who have participated in our most recent wars, their outsized presence in cultural depictions of 

war displays an isolated and insular class of warriors executing the nation’s wars. These highly 

specialized operators represent an even greater schism between military and civilian populations, 

and a further separation between a community and the wars it condones.  

 In a society in which one of the gravest public policy decisions is whether and how to go 

to war, war literature can provide a public utility that literature provides more broadly: an 

occasion to encounter varying perspectives, confront complexity, and engage in critical debate. 

Rather than belonging to a privileged class, democratizing both the authorship and critical 

reception of war literature can lead to more transparent discussions of war’s purposes, its 

justifications, and the experiences in it. Ultimately, war literature should be treated according to 
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the conventions of creative literature, in which authors and readers are granted license to 

imagine, create, and contribute to public discourse about war.   
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