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WW I Poems

Flander’s Field
by John McCrae, May 1915

In Flanders fields the poppies blow
Between the crosses, row on row,
That mark our place; and in the sky
The larks, still bravely singing, fly
Scarce heard amid the guns below.
We are the Dead. Short days ago

We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow,
Loved and were loved, and now we lie
In Flanders fields.

Take up our quarrel with the foe:

To you from failing hands we throw
The torch; be yours to hold it high.

If ye break faith with us who die

We shall not sleep, though poppies grow
In Flanders fields.

Anthem For Doomed Youth
By Wilfred Owen, September - October, 1917

What passing-bells for these who die as cattle?
Only the monstrous anger of the guns.

Only the stuttering rifles' rapid rattle

Can patter out their hasty orisons.

No mockeries now for them; no prayers nor bells;
Nor any voice of mourning save the choirs, —
The shrill, demented choirs of wailing shells;
And bugles calling for them from sad shires.
What candles may be held to speed them all?
Not in the hands of boys but in their eyes

Shall shine the holy glimmers of goodbyes.

The pallor of girls' brows shall be their pall;
Their flowers the tenderness of patient minds,
And each slow dusk a drawing-down of blinds.

Trench Duty (published in Counter Attack, 27 June
1918)
By Seigfried Sassoon

Shaken from sleep, and numbed and scarce
awake,

Out in the trench with three hours' watch to take,
I blunder through the splashing mirk; and then
Hear the gruff muttering voices of the men
Crouching in cabins candle-chinked with light.
Hark! There's the big bombardment on our right
Rumbling and bumping; and the dark's a glare

Of flickering horror in the sectors where

We raid the Bosche; men waiting, stiff and chilled,
Or crawling on their bellies through the wire.
"What? Stretcher-bearers wanted? Some one
killed?"

Five minutes ago | heard a sniper fire:

Why did he do it? ... Starlight overhead -

Blank stars. I'm wide-awake; and some chap's
dead.

How to Die
By Siegfried Sassoon

Dark clouds are smouldering into red
While down the craters morning burns.
The dying soldier shifts his head

To watch the glory that returns;

He lifts his fingers toward the skies
Where holy brightness breaks in flame;
Radiance reflected in his eyes,

And on his lips a whispered name.

You’d think, to hear some people talk,

That lads go West with sobs and curses,

And sullen faces white as chalk,

Hankering for wreaths and tombs and hearses.
But they’ve been taught the way to do it

Like Christian soldiers; not with haste

And shuddering groans; but passing through it
With due regard for decent taste.



Before Action
by Lieutenant William Noel Hodgson, MC,
29" June, 1916

By all the glories of the day

And the cool evening's benison

By that last sunset touch that lay
Upon the hills when day was done,
By beauty lavishly outpoured

And blessings carelessly received,
By all the days that | have lived
Make me a soldier, Lord.

By all of all man's hopes and fears
And all the wonders poets sing,
The laughter of unclouded years,
And every sad and lovely thing;
By the romantic ages stored

With high endeavour that was his,
By all his mad catastrophes

Make me a man, O Lord.

[, that on my familiar hill

Saw with uncomprehending eyes
A hundred of thy sunsets spill
Their fresh and sanguine sacrifice,
Ere the sun swings his noonday sword
Must say good-bye to all of this; -
By all delights that I shall miss,
Help me to die, O Lord

Louse Hunting
By Isaac Rosenberg, 1917

Nudes - stark and glistening,

Yelling in lurid glee. Grinning faces

And raging limbs

Whirl over the floor one fire.

For a shirt verminously busy

Yon soldier tore from his throat, with oaths
Godhead might shrink at, but not the lice.
And soon the shirt was aflare

Over the candle he'd lit while we lay.

Then we all sprang up and stript

To hunt the verminous brood.

Soon like a demons' pantomime

The place was raging.

See the silhouettes agape,

See the gibbering shadows

Mixed with the battled arms on the wall.
See gargantuan hooked fingers

Pluck in supreme flesh

To smutch supreme littleness.

See the merry limbs in hot Highland fling
Because some wizard vermin

Charmed from the quiet this revel

When our ears were half lulled

By the dark music

Blown from Sleep's trumpet.
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Tim O'Brien (American; b. 1947)
The Things They Carried

First Lieutenant Jimmy Cross carried letters from a girl named Martha, a junior at Mount Sebastian
College in New Jersey. They were not love letters, but Lieutenant Cross was hoping, so he kept them
folded in plastic at the bottom of his rucksack. In the late afternoon, after a day's march, he would dig
his foxhole, wash his hands under a canteen, unwrap the letters, hold them with the tips of his fingers,
and spend the last hour of fight pretending. He would imagine romantic camping trips into the White
Mountains in New Hampshire. He would sometimes taste the envelope flaps, knowing her tongue had
been there. More than anything, he wanted Martha to love him as he loved her, but the letters were
mostly chatty, elusive on the matter of love. She was a virgin, he was almost sure. She was an English
major at Mount Sebastian, and she wrote beautifully about her professors and roommates and midterm
exams, about her respect for Chaucer and her great affection for Virginia Woolf. She often quoted lines
.of poetry; she never mentioned the war, except to say, Jimmy, take care of yourself. The letters weighed
ten ounces. They were signed "Love, Martha," but Lieutenant Cross understood that Love was only a
way of signing and did not mean what he sometimes pretended it meant. At dusk, he would carefully
return the letters to his rucksack. Slowly, a bit distracted, he would get up and move among his men,
checking the perimeter, then at full dark he would return to his hole and watch the night and wonder if
Martha was a virgin.

The things they carried were largely determined by necessity. Among the necessities or near-necessities
were P-38 can openers, pocket knives, heat tabs, wrist watches, dog tags, mosquito repellent, chewing
gum, candy, cigarettes, salt tablets, packets of Kool-Aid, lighters, matches, sewing kits, Military
payment Certificates, C rations, and two or three canteens of water. Together, these items weighed
between fifteen and twenty pounds, depending upon a man's habits or rate of metabolism. Henry
Dobbins, who was a big man, carried extra rations; he was especially fond of canned peaches in heavy
syrup over pound cake. Dave Jensen, who practiced field hygiene, carried a toothbrush, dental floss, and
several hotel-size bars of soap he'd stolen on R&R in Sydney, Australia. Ted Lavender, who was scared,
carried tranquilizers until he was shot in the head outside the village of Than Khe in mid-April. By
necessity, and because it was SOP, they all carried steel helmets that weighed five pounds including the
liner aid camouflage cover. They carried the standard fatigue jackets and trousers. Very few carried
underwear. On their feet they carried jungle boots-2.1 pounds - and Dave Jensen carried three pairs of
socks and a can of Dr. Scholl's foot powder as a precaution against trench foot. Until he was shot, Ted
Lavender carried six or seven ounces of premium dope, which for him was 2 necessity. Mitchell
Sanders, the RTO, carried condoms. Norman Bowker carried a diary. Rat Kiley carried comic books.
Kiowa, a devout Baptist, Carried an illustrated New Testament that had been presented to him by his
father, who taught Sunday school in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma. As a hedge against bad times, however,
Kiowa also carried his grandmother's distrust of the white man, his grandfather's old hunting hatchet.
Necessity dictated. Because the land was mined and booby-trapped, it was SOP for each man to carry a
steel-centered, nylon-covered flak jacket, which weighed 6.7 pounds, but which on hot days seemed
much heavier. Because you could die so quickly, each man carried at least one large compress bandage,
usually in the helmet band for easy access. Because the nights were cold, and because the monsoons
were wet, each carried a green plastic poncho that could be used as a raincoat or groundsheet or
makeshift tent. With its quilted liner, the poncho weighed almost two pounds, but it was worth every
ounce. In April, for instance, when Ted Lavender was shot, they used his poncho to wrap him up, then to
carry him across the paddy, then to lift him into the chopper that took him away.

They were called legs or grunts.

To carry something was to "hump" it, as when Lieutenant Jimmy Cross humped his love for Martha up
the hills and through the swamps. In its intransitive form, "to hump," meant "to walk," or "to march," but
it implied burdens far beyond the intransitive.

Almost everyone humped photographs. In his wallet, Lieutenant Cross carried two photographs of
Martha. The first was a Kodachrome snapshot signed "Love," though he knew better. She stood against
a brick wall. Her eyes were gray and neutral, her lips slightly open as she stared straight-on at the



camera. At night, sometimes, Lieutenant Cross wondered who had taken the picture, because he knew
she had boyfriends, because he loved her so much, and because he could see the shadow of the picture
taker spreading out against the brick wall. The second photograph had been clipped from the 1968
Mount Sebastian yearbook. It was an action shot-women's volleyball-and Martha was bent horizontal to
the floor, reaching, the palms of her hands in sharp focus, the tongue taut, the expression frank and
competitive. There was no visible sweat. She wore white gym shorts. Her legs, he thought, were almost
certainly the legs of a virgin, dry and without hair, the left knee cocked and carrying her entire weight,
which was just over one hundred pounds. Lieutenant Cross remembered touching that left knee. A dark
theater, he remembered, and the movie was Bonnie and Clyde, and Martha wore a tweed skirt, and
during the final scene, when he touched her knee, she turned and looked at him in a sad, sober way that
made him pull his hand back, but he would always remember the feel of the tweed skirt and the knee
beneath it and the sound of the gunfire that killed Bonnie and Clyde, how embarrassing it was, how slow
and oppressive. He remembered kissing her goodnight at the dorm door. Right then, he thought, he
should've done something brave. He should've carried her up the stairs to her room and tied her to the
bed and touched that left knee all night long. He should've risked it. Whenever he looked at the
photographs, he thought of new things he should've done.

What they carried was partly a function of rank, partly of field specialty.

As a first lieutenant and platoon leader, Jimmy Cross carried a compass, maps, code books, binoculars,
and a .45-caliber pistol that weighed 2.9 pounds fully loaded. He carried a strobe fight and the
responsibility for the lives of his men.

As an RTO, Mitchell Sanders carried the PRC-25 radio, a killer, twenty-six pounds with its battery.

As a medic, Rat Kiley carried a canvas satchel filled with morphine and plasma and malaria tablets and
surgical tape and comic books and all the things a medic must carry, including M&M's for especially
bad wounds, for a total weight of nearly twenty pounds.

As a big man, therefore a machine gunner, Henry Dobbins carried the M-60, which weighed twenty-
three pounds unloaded, but which was almost always loaded. In addition, Dobbins carried between ten
and fifteen pounds of ammunition draped in belts across his chest and shoulders.

As PFCs or Spec 4s, most of them were common grunts and carried the standard M-16 gas-operated
assault rifle. The weapon weighed 75 pounds unloaded, 8.2 pounds with its full twenty-round magazine.
Depending on numerous factors, such as topography and psychology, the riflemen carried anywhere
from twelve to twenty magazines, usually in cloth bandoliers, adding on another 8.4 pounds at
minimum, fourteen pounds at maximum. When it was available, they also carried M-16 maintenance
gear - rods and steel brushes and swabs and tubes of LSA oil - all of which weighed about 2 pound.
Among the grunts, some carried the M-79 grenade launcher, 5.9 pounds unloaded, a reasonably fight
weapon except for the ammunition, which was heavy. A single round weighed ten ounces. The typical
load was twenty-five rounds. But Ted Lavender, who was scared, carried thirty-four rounds when he
was shot and killed outside Than Khe, and he went down under an exceptional burden, more than twenty
pounds of ammunition, plus the flak jacket and helmet and rations and water and toilet paper and
tranquilizers and all the rest, plus the unweighed fear. He was dead weight. There was no twitching or
flopping. Kiowa, who saw it happen, said it was like watching a rock fall, or a big sandbag or something
-just boom, then down - not like the movies where the dead guy rolls around and does fancy spins and
goes ass over teakettle -not like that, Kiowa said, the poor bastard just flat-fuck fell. Boom. Down.
Nothing else. It was a bright morning in mid-April. Lieutenant Cross felt the pain. He blamed himself.
They stripped off Lavender's canteens and ammo, all the heavy things, and Rat Kiley said the obvious,
the guy's dead, and Mitchell Sanders used his radio to report one U.S. KIA and to request a chopper.
Then they wrapped Lavender in his poncho. They carried him out to a dry paddy, established security,
and sat smoking the dead man's dope until the chopper came. Lieutenant Cross kept to himself. He
pictured Martha's smooth young face, thinking he loved her more than anything, more than his men, and
now Ted Lavender was dead because he loved her so much and could not stop thinking about her. When
the dust-off arrived, they carried Lavender aboard. Afterward they burned Than Khe. They marched



until dusk, then dug their holes, and that night Kiowa kept explaining how you had to be them how fast
it was, how the poor guy just dropped like so much concrete, Boom-down, he said. Like cement.

In addition to the three standard weapons-the M-60, M-16, and M-79-they carried whatever presented
itself, or whatever seemed appropriate as a means of killing or staying alive. They carried catch-as-catch
can. At various times, in various situations, they carried M-14's and CAR-15's and Swedish K's and
grease guns and captured AK-47s and ChiCom's and RPG's and Simonov carbines and black-market
Uzi's and .38-caliber Smith & Wesson handguns and 66 mm LAW's and shotguns and silencers and
blackjacks and bayonets and C-4 plastic explosives. Lee Strunk carried a slingshot; a weapon of last
resort, he called it. Mitchell Sanders carried brass knuckles. Kiowa carried his grandfather's feathered
hatchet. Every third or fourth man carried a Claymore antipersonnel mine-3.5 pounds with its firing
device. They all carried fragmentation grenades-fourteen ounces each. They all carried at least one M-18
colored smoke grenade- twenty-four ounces. Some carried CS or tear-gas grenades. Sonic carried white-
phosphorus grenades. They carried all they could bear, and then some, including a silent awe for the
terrible power of the things they carried.

In the first week of April, before Lavender died, Lieutenant Jimmy Cross received a good-luck charm
from Martha. It was a simple pebble. An ounce at most. Smooth to the touch, it was a milky-white color
with flecks of orange and violet, oval-shaped, like a miniature egg. In the accompanying letter, Martha
wrote that she had found the pebble on the Jersey shoreline, precisely where the land touched water at
high tide, where things came together but also separated. It was this separate-but-together quality, she
wrote, that had inspired her to pick up the pebble and to carry it in her breast pocket for several days,
where it seemed weightless, and then to send it through the mail, by air, as a token of her truest feelings
for him. Lieutenant Cross found this romantic. But he wondered what 'her truest feelings were, exactly,
and what she meant by separate-but-together. He wondered how the tides and waves had come into play
on that afternoon along the Jersey shoreline when Martha saw the pebble and, bent down to rescue it
from geology. He imagined bare feet. Martha was a poet, with the poet's sensibilities, and her feet would
be brown and bare the toenails unpainted, the eyes chilly and somber like the ocean in March, and
though it was painful, he wondered who had been with her that afternoon. He imagined a pair of
shadows moving along the strip of sand where things came together but also separated. It was phantom
jealousy, he knew, but he couldn't help himself. He loved her so much. On the march, through the hot
days of early April, he carried the pebble in his mouth, turning it with his tongue, tasting sea salts and
moisture. His mind wandered. He had difficulty keeping his attention on the war. On occasion he would
yell at his men to spread out the column, to keep their eyes open, but then he would slip away into
daydreams, just pretending, walking barefoot along the Jersey shore, with Martha, carrying nothing. He
would feel himself rising. Sun and waves and gentle winds, all love and lightness.

What they carried varied by mission.

When a mission took them to the mountains, they carried mosquito netting, machetes, canvas tarps, and
extra bugjuice.

If a mission seemed especially hazardous, or if it involved a place they knew to be bad, they carried
everything they could. In certain heavily mined AQ's, where the land was dense with Toe Poppers and
Bouncing Betties, they took turns humping a twenty-eight-pound mine detector. With its headphones
and big sensing plate, the equipment was a stress on the lower back and shoulders, awkward to handle,
often useless because of the shrapnel in the earth, but they carried it anyway, partly for safety, partly for
the illusion of safety.

On ambush, or other night missions, they carried peculiar little odds and ends. Kiowa always took along
his New Testament and a pair of moccasins for silence. Dave Jensen carried night-sight vitamins high in
carotene. Lee Strunk carried his slingshot; ammo, he claimed, would never be a problem. Rat Kiley
carried brandy and M&M's. Until he was shot, Ted Lavender carried the starlight scope, which weighed
63 pounds with its aluminum carrying case. Henry Dobbins carried his girlfriend's panty hose wrapped
around his neck as a comforter. They all carried ghosts. When dark came, they would move out single



file across the meadows and paddies to their ambush coordinates, where they would quietly set up the
Claymores and lie down and spend the night waiting.

Other missions were more complicated and required special equipment. In mid-April, it was their
mission to search out and destroy the elaborate tunnel complexes in the Than Khe area south of Chu Lai.
To blow the tunnels, they carried one-pound blocks of pentrite high explosives; four blocks to a man,
sixty-eight pounds in all. They carried wiring, detonators, and battery-powered clackers. Dave Jensen
carried earplugs. Most often, before blowing the tunnels, they were ordered by higher command to
search them, which was considered bad news, but by and large they just shrugged and carried out orders.
Because he was a big man, Henry Dobbins was excused from tunnel duty. The others would draw
numbers. Before Lavender died there were seventeen men in the platoon, and whoever drew the number
seventeen would strip off his gear and crawl in headfirst with a flashlight and Lieutenant Cross's .45-
caliber pistol. The rest of them would fan out as security. They would sit down or kneel, not facing the
hole, listening to the ground beneath them, imagining cobwebs and ghosts, whatever was down there-the
tunnel walls squeezing in-how the flashlight seemed impossibly heavy in the hand and how it was tunnel
vision in the very strictest sense, compression in all ways, even time, and how you had to wiggle in-ass
and elbows-a swallowed-up feeling-and how you found yourself worrying about odd things-will your
flashlight go dead? Do rats carry rabies? If you screamed, how far would the sound carry? Would your
buddies hear it? Would they have the courage to drag you out? In some respects, though not many, the
waiting was worse than the tunnel itself. Imagination was a killer.

On April 16, when Lee Strunk drew the number seventeen, he laughed and muttered something and
went down quickly. The morning was hot and very still. Not good, Kiowa said. He looked at the tunnel
opening, then out across a dry paddy toward the village of Than Khe. Nothing moved. No clouds or
birds or people. As they waited, the men smoked and drank Kool-Aid, not talking much, feeling
sympathy for Lee Strunk but also feeling the luck of the draw, You win some, you lose some, said
Mitchell Sanders, and sometimes you settle for a rain check. It was a tired line and no one laughed.

Henry Dobbins ate a tropical chocolate bar. Ted Lavender popped a tranquilizer and went off to pee.
After five minutes, Lieutenant Jimmy Cross moved to the tunnel, leaned down, and examined the
darkness. Trouble, he thought-a cave-in maybe. And then suddenly, without willing it, lie was thinking
about Martha. The stresses and fractures, the quick collapse, the two of them buried alive under all that
weight. Dense, crushing love. Kneeling, watching the hole, he tried to concentrate on Lee Strunk and the
war, all the dangers, but his love was too much for him, he felt paralyzed, he wanted to sleep inside her
lungs and breathe- her blood and be smothered. He wanted her to be a virgin and not a virgin, all at
once. He wanted to know her. Intimate secrets-why poetry? Why so sad? Why that grayness in her eyes?
Why so alone? Not lonely, just alone -riding her bike across campus or sitting off by herself in the
cafeteria. Even dancing, she danced alone - and it was the aloneness that filled him with love. He
remembered telling her that one evening. How she nodded and looked away. And how, later, when he
kissed her. She received the kiss without returning it, her eyes wide open, not afraid, not a virgin's eyes,
just flat and uninvolved.

Lieutenant Cross gazed at the tunnel. But he was not there. He was buried with Martha under the white
sand at the Jersey shore. They were pressed together, and the pebble in his mouth was her tongue. He
was smiling. Vaguely, he was aware of how quiet the day was; the sullen paddies, yet he could not bring
himself to worry about matters of security. He was beyond that. He was just a kid at war, in love. He
was twenty two years old. He couldn't help it.

A few moments later Lee Strunk crawled out of the tunnel. He came up grinning, filthy but alive.
Lieutenant Cross nodded and closed his eyes while the others clapped Strunk on the back and made
jokes about rising from the dead.

Worms, Rat Kiley said. Right out of the grave. Fuckin' zombie.

The men laughed. They all felt great relief.



Spook City, said Mitchell Sanders.

Lee Strunk made a funny ghost sound, a kind of moaning, yet very happy, and fight then, when Strunk
made that high happy moaning sound, when he went Ahhooooo, right then Ted Lavender was shot in the
head on his way back from peeing. He lay with his mouth open. The teeth were broken. There was a
swollen black bruise under his left eye. The cheekbone was gone. Oh shit, Rat Kiley said, the guy's
dead. The guy's dead, he kept saying, which seemed profound -the guy's dead. I mean really.

The things they carried were determined to some extent by superstition. Lieutenant Cross carried his
good-luck pebble. Dave Jensen carried a rabbit's foot. Norman Bowker, other-wise a very gentle person,
carried a thumb that had been presented to him as a gift by Mitchell Sanders. The thumb was dark
brown, rubbery to the touch, and weighed four ounces at most. It had been cut from a VC corpse, a boy
of fifteen or sixteen. They'd found him at the bottom of an irrigation ditch, badly burned, flies in his
mouth and eyes. The boy wore black shorts and sandals. At the time of his death he had been carrying a
pouch of rice, a rifle, and three magazines of ammunition.

You want my opinion, Mitchell Sanders said, there's a definite moral here.

He put his hand oil the dead boy's wrist. He was quiet for a time, as if counting a pulse, then he patted
the stomach, almost affectionately, and used Kiowa's hunting hatchet to remove the thumb.

Henry Dobbins asked what the moral was.
Moral?
You know- Moral.

Sanders wrapped the thumb in toilet paper and handed it across to Norman Bowker. There was no blood.
Smiling, he kicked the boy's head, watched the files scatter, and said, It's like with that old TV show -
Paladin. Have gun, will travel.

Henry Dobbins thought about it.
Yeah, well, he finally said. I don't see no moral.

There it is, man.
Fuck off.

They carried USO stationery and pencils and pens. They carried Sterno, safety pins, trip flares, signal
flares, spools of wire, razor blades, chewing tobacco, liberated joss sticks and statuettes of the sniffing
Buddha, candles, grease pencils, The Stars and Stripes, fingernail clippers, Psy Ops leaflets, bush hats,
bolos, and much more. Twice a week, when the resupply choppers came in, they carried hot chow in
green Mermite cans and large canvas bags filled with iced beer and soda pop. They carried plastic water
containers, each with a two gallon capacity. Mitchell Sanders carried a set of starched tiger fatigues for
special occasions. Henry Dobbins carried Black Flag insecticide. Dave Jensen carried empty sandbags
that could be filled at night for added protection. Lee Strunk carried tanning lotion. Some things they
carried in common. Taking turns, they carried the big PRC-77 scrambler radio, which weighed thirty
pounds with its battery. They shared the weight of memory. They took up what others could no longer
bear, Often, they carried each other, the wounded or weak. They carried infections. They carried chess
sets, basketballs, Vietnamese English dictionaries, insignia of rank, Bronze Stars and Purple Hearts,
plastic cards imprinted with the Code of Conduct. They carried diseases, among them malaria and
dysentery. They carried lice and ringworm and leeches and paddy algae and various rots and molds.
They carried the land itself. Vietnam, the place, the sod -a powdery orange-red dust that covered their
boots and fatigues and faces. They carried the sky. The whole atmosphere, they carried it, the humidity,



the monsoons, the stink of fungus and decay, all of it, they carried gravity. They moved like mules. By
daylight they took sniper fire, at night they were mortared, but it was not battle, it was just the endless
march, village to village, without purpose, nothing won or lost. They marched for the sake of the march.
They plodded along slowly, dumbly, leaning forward against the heat, unthinking, all blood and bone,
simple grunts, soldiering with their legs, toiling up the hills and down into the paddies and across the
rivers and up again and down, just humping, one step and then the next and then another, but no
volition, no will, because it was automatic, it was anatomy, and the war was entirely a matter of posture
and carriage, the hump was everything, a kind of inertia, a kind of emptiness, a dullness of desire and
intellect and conscience and hope and human sensibility. Their principles were in their feet. Their
calculations were biological. They had no sense of strategy or mission. They searched the villages
without knowing what to look for, nor caring, kicking over jars of rice, frisking children and old men,
blowing tunnels, sometimes setting fires and sometimes not, then forming up and moving on to the next
village, then other villages, where it would always be the same. They carried their own lives. The
pressures were enormous. In the heat of early afternoon, they would remove their helmets and flak
jackets, walking bare, which was dangerous but which helped ease the strain. They would often discard
things along the route of march. Purely for comfort, they would throw away rations, blow their
Claymores and grenades, no matter, because by nightfall the resupply choppers would arrive with more
of the same, then a day or two later still more, fresh watermelons and crates of ammunition and
sunglasses and woolen sweaters-the resources were stunning -sparklers for the Fourth of July, colored
eggs for Easter. It was the great American war chest-the fruits of sciences, the smokestacks, the
canneries, the arsenals at Hartford, the Minnesota forests, the machine shops, the vast fields of corn and
wheat they carried like freight trains; they carried it on their backs and shoulders-and for all the
ambiguities of Vietnam, all the mysteries and unknowns, there was at least the single abiding certainty
that they would never be at a loss for things to carry.

After the chopper took Lavender away, Lieutenant Jimmy Cross led his men into the village of Than
Khe. They burned everything. They shot chickens and dogs, they trashed the village well, they called in
artillery and watched the wreckage, then they marched for several hours through the hot afternoon, and
then at dusk, while Kiowa explained how Lavender died, Lieutenant Cross found himself trembling.

He tried not to cry. With his entrenching tool, which weighed five pounds, he began digging a hole in
the earth.

He felt shame. He hated himself He had loved Martha more than his men, and as a consequence
Lavender was now dead, and this was something he would have to carry like a stone in his stomach for
the rest of the war.

All he could do was dig. He used his entrenching tool like an ax, slashing, feeling both love and hate,
and then later, when it was full dark, he sat at the bottom of his foxhole and wept. It went on for a long
while. In part, he was grieving for Ted Lavender, but mostly it was for Martha, and for himself, because
she belonged to another world, which was not quite real, and because she was a junior at Mount

Sebastian College in New Jersey, a poet and a virgin and uninvolved, and because he realized she did
not love him and never would.

Like cement, Kiowa whispered in the dark. I swear to God - boom-down. Not a word.
I've heard this, said Norman Bowker.

A pisser, you know? Still zipping himself up. Zapped while zipping.

All right, fine. That's enough.

Yeah, but you had to see it, the guy just

I heard, man. Cement. So why not shut the fuck up?



Kiowa shook his head sadly and glanced over at the hole where Lieutenant Jimmy Cross sat watching
the night. The air was thick and wet. A warm, dense fog had settled over the paddies and there was the
stillness that precedes rain.

After a time Kiowa sighed.

One thing for sure, he said. The lieutenant's in some deep hurt. I mean that crying jag - the way he was
carrying on - it wasn't fake or anything, it was real heavy-duty hurt. The man cares.

Sure, Norman Bowker said.

Say what you want, the man does care.

We all got problems.

Not Lavender.

No, I guess not, Bowker said. Do me a favor, though.
Shut up?

That's a smart Indian. Shut up.

Shrugging, Kiowa pulled off his boots. He wanted to say more, just to lighten up his sleep, but instead
he opened his New Testament and arranged it beneath his head as a pillow. The fog made things seem
hollow and unattached. He tried not to think about Ted Lavender, but then he was thinking how fast it
was, no drama, down and dead, and how it was hard to feet anything except surprise. It seemed
unchristian. He wished he could find some great sadness, or even anger, but the emotion wasn't there
and he couldn't make it happen. Mostly he felt pleased to be alive. He liked the smell of the New
Testament under his check, the leather and ink and paper and glue, whatever the chemicals were. He
liked hearing the sounds of night. Even his fatigue, it felt fine, the stiff muscles and the prickly
awareness of his own body, a floating feeling. He enjoyed not being dead. Lying there, Kiowa admired
Lieutenant Jimmy Cross's capacity for grief. He wanted to share the man's pain, he wanted to care as
Jimmy Cross cared. And yet when he closed his eyes, all he could think was Boon-down, and all he
could feel was the pleasure of having his boots off and the fog curling in around him and the damp soil
and the Bible smells and the plush comfort of night.

After a moment Norman Bowker sat up in the dark.
‘What the hell, he said. You want to talk, talk. Tell it to me.
Forget it.

No, man, go on. One thing I hate, it's a silent Indian.

For the most part they carried themselves with poise, a kind of dignity. Now and then, however, there
were times of panic, when they squealed or wanted to squeal but couldn't. When they twitched and made
moaning sounds and covered their heads and said Dear Jesus and flopped around on the earth and fired
their weapons blindly and cringed and sobbed and begged for the noise to stop and went wild and made
stupid promises to themselves and to God and to their mothers and fathers, hoping not to die. In different
ways, it happened to all of them. Afterward, when the firing ended, they would blink and peek up. They
would touch their bodies, feeling shame, then quickly hiding it. They would force themselves to stand.
As if in slow motion, frame by frame, the world would take on the old logic-absolute silence, then the
wind, then sunlight, then voices. It was the burden of being alive. Awkwardly, the men would
reassemble themselves, first in private, then in groups, becoming soldiers again. They would repair the



leaks in their eyes. They would check for casualties, call in dust-offs, light cigarettes, try to smile, clear
their throats and spit and begin cleaning their weapons. After a time someone would shake his head and
say, No lie, I almost shit my pants, and someone else would laugh, which meant it was bad, yes, but the
guy had obviously not shit his pants, it wasn't that bad, and in any case nobody would ever do such a
thing and then go ahead and talk about it. They would squint into the dense, oppressive sunlight. For a
few moments, perhaps, they would fall silent, lighting a joint and tracking its passage from man to man,
inhaling, holding in the humiliation. Scary stuff, one of them might say. But then someone else would
grin or flick his eyebrows and say, Roger-dodger, almost cut me a new asshole, almost.

There were numerous such poses. Some carried themselves with a sort of wistful resignation, others
with pride or stiff soldierly discipline or good humor or macho zeal. They were afraid of dying but they
were even more afraid to show it.

They found jokes to tell.

They used a hard vocabulary to contain the terrible softness. Greased, they'd say. Offed, lit up, zapped
while zipping. It wasn't cruelty, just stage presence. They were actors and the war came at them in 3-D.
When someone died, it wasn't quite dying, because in a curious way it seemed scripted, and because
they had their fines mostly memorized, irony mixed with tragedy, and because they called it by other
names, as if to encyst and destroy the reality of death itself. They kicked corpses. They cut off thumbs.
They talked grunt lingo. They told stories about Ted Lavender's supply of tranquilizers, how the poor
guy didn't feel a thing, how incredibly tranquil he was.

There's a moral here, said Mitchell Sanders.

They were waiting for Lavender's chopper, smoking the dead man's dope.
The moral's pretty obvious, Sanders said, and winked. Stay away from drugs. No joke, they'll ruin your
day every time.

Cute, said Henry Dobbins.
Mind-blower, get it? Talk about wiggy- nothing left, just blood and brains.
They made themselves laugh.

There it is, they'd say, over and over, as if the repetition itself were an act of poise, a balance between
crazy and almost crazy, knowing without going. There it is, which meant be cool, let it ride, because oh
yeah, man, you can't change what can't be changed, there it is, there it absolutely and positively and
fucking well is.

They were tough.

They carried all the emotional baggage of men who might die. Grief, terror, love, longing -these were
intangibles, but the intangibles had their own mass and specific gravity, they had tangible weight. They
carried shameful memories. They carried the common secret of cowardice barely restrained, the instinct
to run or freeze or hide, and in many respects this was the heaviest burden of all, for it could never be
put down, it required perfect balance and perfect posture. They carried their reputations. They carried
the soldier's greatest fear, which was the fear of blushing. Men killed, and died, because they were
embarrassed not to. It was what had brought them to the war in the first place, nothing positive, no
dreams of glory or honor, just to avoid the blush of dishonor. They died so as not to die of
embarrassment. They crawled into tunnels and walked point and advanced under fire. Each morning,
despite the unknowns, they made their legs move. They endured. They kept humping. They did not
submit to the obvious alternative, which was simply to close the eyes and fall. So easy, really. Go limp
and tumble to the ground and let the muscles unwind and not speak and not budge until your buddies
picked you up and lifted you into the chopper that would roar and dip its nose and carry you off to the



world. A mere matter of falling, yet no one ever fell. It was not courage, exactly; the object was not
valor. Rather, they were too frightened to be cowards.

By and large they carried these things inside, maintaining the masks of composure. They sneered at sick
call. They spoke bitterly about guys who had found release by shooting off their own toes or fingers.
Pussies, they'd say. Candyasses. It was fierce, mocking talk, with only a trace of envy or awe, but even
so, the image played itself out behind their eyes.

They imagined the muzzle against flesh. They imagined the quick, sweet pain, then the evacuation to
Japan, then a hospital with warm beds and cute geisha nurses.

They dreamed of freedom birds.

At night, on guard, staring into the dark, they were carried away by jumbo jets. They felt the rush of
takeoff Gone! they yelled. And then velocity, wings and engines, a smiling stewardess-but it was more
than a plane, it was a real bird, a big sleek silver bird with feathers and talons and high screeching. They
were flying. The weights fell off; there was nothing to bear. They laughed and held on tight, feeling the
cold slap of wind and altitude, soaring, thinking It's over, I'm gone! - they were naked. They were light
and free-it was all lightness, bright and fast and buoyant, light as light, a helium buzz in the brain, a
giddy bubbling in the lungs as they were taken up over the Clouds and the war, beyond duty, beyond
gravity and mortification anti global entanglements -Sin loi! They yelled, I'm sorry, motherfuckers, but
I'm out of it, I'm goofed, I'm on a space cruise, I'm gone! -and it was a restful, disencumbered sensation,
just riding the fight waves, sailing; that big silver freedom bird over the mountains and oceans, over
America, over the farms and great sleeping cities and cemeteries and highways and the Golden Arches
of McDonald's. It was flight, a kind of fleeing, a kind of falling, falling higher and higher, spinning off
the edge of the earth and beyond the sun and through the vast, silent vacuum where there were no
burdens and where everything weighed exactly nothing. Gone! they screamed, I'm sorry but I'm gone!
And so at night, not quite dreaming, they gave themselves over to lightness, they were carried, they were
purely borne.

On the morning after Ted Lavender died, First Lieutenant Jimmy Cross crouched at the bottom of his
foxhole and burned Martha's letters. Then he burned the two photographs. There was a steady rain
falling, which made it difficult, but he used heat tabs and Sterno to build a small fire, screening it with
his body, holding the photographs over the tight blue flame with the tips of his fingers.

He realized it was only a gesture. Stupid, he thought. Sentimental, too, but mostly just stupid.
Lavender was dead. You couldn't burn the blame.

Besides, the letters were in his head. And even now, without photographs, Lieutenant Cross could see
Martha playing volleyball in her white gym shorts and yellow T-shirt. He could see her moving in the
rain.

When the fire died out, Lieutenant Cross pulled his poncho over his shoulders and ate breakfast from a
can.
There was no great mystery, he decided.

In those burned letters Martha had never mentioned the war, except to say, Jimmy take care of yourself.
She wasn't involved. She signed the letters "Love," but it wasn't love, and all the fine lines and
technicalities did not matter.

The morning came up wet and blurry. Everything seemed part of everything else, the fog and Martha
and the deepening rain.

It was a war, after all.



Half smiling, Lieutenant Jimmy Cross took out his maps. He shook his head hard, as if to clear it, then
bent forward and began planning the day's march. In ten minutes, or maybe twenty, he would rouse the
men and they would pack up and head west, where the maps showed the country to be green and
inviting. They would do what they had always done. The rain might add some weight, but otherwise it
would be one more day layered upon all the other days.

He was realistic about it. There was that new hardness in his stomach.
No more fantasies, he told himself.

Henceforth, when lie thought about Martha, it would be only to think that she belonged elsewhere. He
would shut down the daydreams. This was not Mount Sebastian, it was another world, where there were
no pretty poems or midterm exams, a place where men died because of carelessness and gross stupidity.
Kiowa was right. Boom-down, and you were dead, never partly dead.

Briefly, in the rain, Lieutenant Cross saw Martha's gray eyes gazing back at him.

He understood.

It was very sad, he thought. The things men carried inside. The things men did or felt they had to do.
He almost nodded at her, but didn't.

Instead he went back to his maps. He was now determined to perform his duties firmly and without
negligence. It wouldn't help Lavender, he knew that, but from this point on he would comport himself as
a soldier. He would dispose of his good-luck pebble. Swallow it, maybe, or use Lee Strunk's slingshot,
or just drop it along the trail. On the march he would impose strict field discipline. He would be careful
to send out flank security, to prevent straggling or bunching up, to keep his troops moving at the proper
pace and at the proper interval. He would insist on clean weapons. He would confiscate the remainder of
Lavender's dope. Later in the day, perhaps, he would call the men together and speak to them plainly.
He would accept the blame for what had happened to Ted Lavender. He would be a man about it. He
would look them in the eyes, keeping his chin level, and he would issue the new SOPs in a calm,
impersonal tone of voice, an officer's voice, leaving no room for argument or discussion. Commencing
immediately, he'd tell them, they would no longer abandon equipment along the route of march. They
would police up their acts. They would get their shit together, and keep it together, and maintain it
neatly and in good working order.

He would not tolerate laxity. He would show strength, distancing himself.

Among the men there would be grumbling, of course, and maybe worse, because their days would seem
longer and their loads heavier, but Lieutenant Cross reminded himself that his obligation was not to be
loved but to lead. He would dispense with love; it was not now a factor. And if anyone quarreled or
complained, he would simply tighten his lips and arrange his shoulders in the correct command posture.
He might give a curt little nod. Or he might not. He might just shrug and say Carry on, then they would
saddle up and form into a column and move out toward the villages west of Than Khe. (1986)

R&R rest and rehabilitation leave

SOP standard operating procedure
RTO radio and telephone operator
M&M joking term for medical supplies
KIA killed in action

AOs areas of operation

Sin loi Sorry



Edward Said: Orientalism Revisited (25 years later)

Nine years ago I wrote an afterword for Orientalism which, in trying to clarify what I
believed I had and had not said, stressed not only the many discussions that had opened
up since my book appeared in 1978, but the ways in which a work about representations
of "the orient" lent itself to increasing misinterpretation. That I find myself feeling more
ironic than irritated about that very same thing today is a sign of how much my age has
crept up on me. The recent deaths of my two main intellectual, political and personal
mentors, the writers and activists Eqbal Ahmad and Ibrahim Abu-Lughod, has brought
sadness and loss, as well as resignation and a certain stubborn will to go on.

In my memoir Out of Place (1999) I described the strange and contradictory worlds in
which I grew up, providing for myself and my readers a detailed account of the settings
that I think formed me in Palestine, Egypt and Lebanon. But that was a very personal
account which stopped short of all the years of my own political engagement that started
after the 1967 Arab-Israeli war.

Orientalism is very much a book tied to the tumultuous dynamics of contemporary
history. Its first page opens with a description of the Lebanese civil war that ended in
1990, but the violence and the ugly shedding of human blood continues up to this minute.
We have had the failure of the Oslo peace process, the outbreak of the second intifada,
and the awful suffering of the Palestinians on the reinvaded West Bank and Gaza. The
suicide bombing phenomenon has appeared with all its hideous damage, none more lurid
and apocalyptic of course than the events of September 11 2001 and their aftermath in the
wars against Afghanistan and Iraq. As [ write these lines, the illegal occupation of Iraq by
Britain and the United States proceeds. Its aftermath is truly awful to contemplate. This is
all part of what is supposed to be a clash of civilisations, unending, implacable,
irremediable. Nevertheless, I think not.

I wish I could say that general understanding of the Middle East, the Arabs and Islam in
the US has improved, but alas, it really hasn't. For all kinds of reasons, the situation in
Europe seems to be considerably better. What American leaders and their intellectual
lackeys seem incapable of understanding is that history cannot be swept clean like a
blackboard, so that "we" might inscribe our own future there and impose our own forms
of life for these lesser people to follow. It is quite common to hear high officials in
Washington and elsewhere speak of changing the map of the Middle East, as if ancient
societies and myriad peoples can be shaken up like so many peanuts in a jar. But this has
often happened with the "orient", that semi-mythical construct which since Napoleon's
invasion of Egypt in the late 18th century has been made and remade countless times. In
the process the uncountable sediments of history, a dizzying variety of peoples,
languages, experiences, and cultures, are swept aside or ignored, relegated to the
sandheap along with the treasures ground into meaningless fragments that were taken out
of Baghdad.

My argument is that history is made by men and women, just as it can also be unmade
and rewritten, so that "our" east, "our" orient becomes "ours" to possess and direct. And I



have a very high regard for the powers and gifts of the peoples of that region to struggle
on for their vision of what they are and want to be. There has been so massive and
calculatedly aggressive an attack on contemporary Arab and Muslim societies for their
backwardness, lack of democracy, and abrogation of women's rights that we simply
forget that such notions as modernity, enlightenment, and democracy are by no means
simple and agreed-upon concepts that one either does or does not find like Easter eggs in
the living-room. The breathtaking insouciance of jejune publicists who speak in the name
of foreign policy and who have no knowledge at all of the language real people actually
speak, has fabricated an arid landscape ready for American power to construct there an
ersatz model of free market "democracy".

But there is a difference between knowledge of other peoples and other times that is the
result of understanding, compassion, careful study and analysis for their own sakes, and
on the other hand knowledge that is part of an overall campaign of self-affirmation. It is
surely one of the intellectual catastrophes of history that an imperialist war confected by a
small group of unelected US officials was waged against a devastated third world
dictatorship on thoroughly ideological grounds having to do with world dominance,
security control and scarce resources, but disguised for its true intent, hastened and
reasoned for by orientalists who betrayed their calling as scholars.

The major influences on George W Bush's Pentagon and National Security Council were
men such as Bernard Lewis and Fouad Ajami, experts on the Arab and Islamic world
who helped the American hawks to think about such preposterous phenomena as the
Arab mind and the centuries-old Islamic decline which only American power could
reverse. Today bookstores in the US are filled with shabby screeds bearing screaming
headlines about Islam and terror, the Arab threat and the Muslim menace, all of them
written by political polemicists pretending to knowledge imparted by experts who have
supposedly penetrated to the heart of these strange oriental peoples. CNN and Fox, plus
myriad evangelical and rightwing radio hosts, innumerable tabloids and even middle-
brow journals, have recycled the same unverifiable fictions and vast generalisations so as
to stir up "America" against the foreign devil.

Without a well-organised sense that the people over there were not like "us" and didn't
appreciate "our" values - the very core of traditional orientalist dogma - there would have
been no war. The American advisers to the Pentagon and the White House use the same
clichés, the same demeaning stereotypes, the same justifications for power and violence
(after all, runs the chorus, power is the only language they understand) as the scholars
enlisted by the Dutch conquerors of Malaysia and Indonesia, the British armies of India,
Mesopotamia, Egypt, West Africa, the French armies of Indochina and North Africa.
These people have now been joined in Iraq by a whole army of private contractors and
eager entrepreneurs to whom shall be confided everything from the writing of textbooks
and the constitution to the refashioning of Iraqi political life and its oil industry.

Every single empire in its official discourse has said that it is not like all the others, that
its circumstances are special, that it has a mission to enlighten, civilise, bring order and



democracy, and that it uses force only as a last resort. And, sadder still, there always is a
chorus of willing intellectuals to say calming words about benign or altruistic empires.

Twenty-five years after my book's publication, Orientalism once again raises the question
of whether modern imperialism ever ended, or whether it has continued in the orient
since Napoleon's entry into Egypt two centuries ago. Arabs and Muslims have been told
that victimology and dwelling on the depredations of empire are only ways of evading
responsibility in the present. You have failed, you have gone wrong, says the modern
orientalist. This of course is also VS Naipaul's contribution to literature, that the victims
of empire wail on while their country goes to the dogs. But what a shallow calculation of
the imperial intrusion that is, how little it wishes to face the long succession of years
through which empire continues to work its way in the lives say of Palestinians or
Congolese or Algerians or Iraqis.

Think of the line that starts with Napoleon, continues with the rise of oriental studies and
the takeover of North Africa, and goes on in similar undertakings in Vietnam, in Egypt,
in Palestine and, during the entire 20th century, in the struggle over oil and strategic
control in the Gulf, in Iraq, Syria, Palestine, and Afghanistan. Then think of the rise of
anti-colonial nationalism, through the short period of liberal independence, the era of
military coups, of insurgency, civil war, religious fanaticism, irrational struggle and
uncompromising brutality against the latest bunch of "natives". Each of these phases and
eras produces its own distorted knowledge of the other, each its own reductive images, its
own disputatious polemics.

My idea in Orientalism was to use humanistic critique to open up the fields of struggle, to
introduce a longer sequence of thought and analysis to replace the short bursts of
polemical, thought-stopping fury that so imprison us. I have called what I try to do
"humanism", a word I continue to use stubbornly despite the scornful dismissal of the
term by sophisticated postmodern critics. By humanism I mean first of all attempting to
dissolve Blake's "mind-forg'd manacles" so as to be able to use one's mind historically
and rationally for the purposes of reflective understanding. Moreover humanism is
sustained by a sense of community with other interpreters and other societies and periods:
strictly speaking therefore, there is no such thing as an isolated humanist.

Thus it is correct to say that every domain is linked, and that nothing that goes on in our
world has ever been isolated and pure of any outside influence. We need to speak about
issues of injustice and suffering within a context that is amply situated in history, culture,
and socio-economic reality. I have spent a great deal of my life during the past 35 years
advocating the right of the Palestinian people to national self-determination, but I have
always tried to do that with full attention paid to the reality of the Jewish people and what
they suffered by way of persecution and genocide. The paramount thing is that the
struggle for equality in Palestine/Israel should be directed toward a humane goal, that is,
coexistence, and not further suppression and denial.

As a humanist whose field is literature, I am old enough to have been trained 40 years
ago in the field of comparative literature, whose leading ideas go back to Germany in the



late 18th and early 19th centuries. I must mention too the supremely creative contribution
of Giambattista Vico, the Neapolitan philosopher and philologist whose ideas anticipate
those of German thinkers such as Herder and Wolf, later to be followed by Goethe,
Humboldt, Dilthey, Nietzsche, Gadamer, and finally the great 20th-century Romance
philologists Erich Auerbach, Leo Spitzer, and Ernst Robert Curtius.

To young people of the current generation the very idea of philology suggests something
impossibly antiquarian and musty, but philology in fact is the most basic and creative of
the interpretive arts. It is exemplified for me most admirably in Goethe's interest in Islam
generally, and the 14th-century Persian Sufi poet Hafiz in particular, a consuming passion
which led to the composition of the West-stlicher Diwan, and it inflected Goethe's later
ideas about Weltliteratur, the study of all the literatures of the world as a symphonic
whole which could be apprehended theoretically as having preserved the individuality of
each work without losing sight of the whole.

There is a considerable irony to the realisation that as today's globalised world draws
together, we may be approaching the kind of standardisation and homogeneity that
Goethe's ideas were specifically formulated to prevent. In an essay published in 1951
entitled "Philologie der Weltliteratur", Auerbach made exactly that point. His great book
Mimesis, published in Berne in 1946 but written while Auerbach was a wartime exile
teaching Romance languages in Istanbul, was meant to be a testament to the diversity and
concreteness of the reality represented in western literature from Homer to Virginia
Woolf; but reading the 1951 essay one senses that, for Auerbach, the great book he wrote
was an elegy for a period when people could interpret texts philologically, concretely,
sensitively, and intuitively, using erudition and an excellent command of several
languages to support the kind of understanding that Goethe advocated for his
understanding of Islamic literature.

Positive knowledge of languages and history was necessary, but it was never enough, any
more than the mechanical gathering of facts would constitute an adequate method for
grasping what an author like Dante, for example, was all about. The main requirement for
the kind of philological understanding Auerbach and his predecessors were talking about
and tried to practise was one that sympathetically and subjectively entered into the life of
a written text as seen from the perspective of its time and its author. Rather than
alienation and hostility to another time and a different culture, philology as applied to
Weltliteratur involved a profound humanistic spirit deployed with generosity and, if I
may use the word, hospitality. Thus the interpreter's mind actively makes a place in it for
a foreign "other". And this creative making of a place for works that are otherwise alien
and distant is the most important facet of the interpreter's mission.

All this was obviously undermined and destroyed in Germany by national socialism.
After the war, Auerbach notes mournfully, the standardisation of ideas, and greater and
greater specialisation of knowledge gradually narrowed the opportunities for the kind of
investigative and everlastingly inquiring kind of philological work that he had
represented; and, alas, it's an even more depressing fact that since Auerbach's death in
1957 both the idea and practice of humanistic research have shrunk in scope as well as in



centrality. Instead of reading in the real sense of the word, our students today are often
distracted by the fragmented knowledge available on the internet and in the mass media.

Worse yet, education is threatened by nationalist and religious orthodoxies often
disseminated by the media as they focus ahistorically and sensationally on the distant
electronic wars that give viewers the sense of surgical precision, but in fact obscure the
terrible suffering and destruction produced by modern warfare. In the demonisation of an
unknown enemy for whom the label "terrorist" serves the general purpose of keeping
people stirred up and angry, media images command too much attention and can be
exploited at times of crisis and insecurity of the kind that the post-September 11 period
has produced.

Speaking both as an American and as an Arab [ must ask my reader not to underestimate
the kind of simplified view of the world that a relative handful of Pentagon civilian elites
have formulated for US policy in the entire Arab and Islamic worlds, a view in which
terror, pre-emptive war, and unilateral regime change - backed up by the most bloated
military budget in history - are the main ideas debated endlessly and impoverishingly by
a media that assigns itself the role of producing so-called "experts" who validate the
government's general line. Reflection, debate, rational argument and moral principle
based on a secular notion that human beings must create their own history have been
replaced by abstract ideas that celebrate American or western exceptionalism, denigrate
the relevance of context, and regard other cultures with contempt.

Perhaps you will say that I am making too many abrupt transitions between humanistic
interpretation on the one hand and foreign policy on the other, and that a modern
technological society which along with unprecedented power possesses the internet and
F-16 fighter-jets must in the end be commanded by formidable technical-policy experts
like Donald Rumsfeld and Richard Perle. But what has really been lost is a sense of the
density and interdependence of human life, which can neither be reduced to a formula nor
brushed aside as irrelevant.

That is one side of the global debate. In the Arab and Muslim countries the situation is
scarcely better. As Roula Khalaf has argued, the region has slipped into an easy anti-
Americanism that shows little understanding of what the US is really like as a society.
Because the governments are relatively powerless to affect US policy toward them, they
turn their energies to repressing and keeping down their own populations, with results in
resentment, anger and helpless imprecations that do nothing to open up societies where
secular ideas about human history and development have been overtaken by failure and
frustration, as well as by an Islamism built out of rote learning and the obliteration of
what are perceived to be other, competitive forms of secular knowledge. The gradual
disappearance of the extraordinary tradition of Islamic ijtihad - the process of working
out Islamic rules with reference to the Koran - has been one of the major cultural
disasters of our time, with the result that critical thinking and individual wrestling with
the problems of the modern world have simply dropped out of sight.



This is not to say that the cultural world has simply regressed on one side to a belligerent
neo-orientalism and on the other to blanket rejectionism. Last year's United Nations
world summit in Johannesburg, for all its limitations, did in fact reveal a vast area of
common global concern that suggests the welcome emergence of a new collective
constituency and gives the often facile notion of "one world" a new urgency. In all this,
however, we must admit that no one can possibly know the extraordinarily complex unity
of our globalised world.

The terrible conflicts that herd people under falsely unifying rubrics such as "America,"
"the west" or "Islam" and invent collective identities for large numbers of individuals
who are actually quite diverse, cannot remain as potent as they are, and must be opposed.
We still have at our disposal the rational interpretive skills that are the legacy of
humanistic education, not as a sentimental piety enjoining us to return to traditional
values or the classics but as the active practice of worldly secular rational discourse. The
secular world is the world of history as made by human beings. Critical thought does not
submit to commands to join in the ranks marching against one or another approved
enemy. Rather than the manufactured clash of civilisations, we need to concentrate on the
slow working together of cultures that overlap, borrow from each other, and live together.
But for that kind of wider perception we need time, patient and sceptical inquiry,
supported by faith in communities of interpretation that are difficult to sustain in a world
demanding instant action and reaction.

Humanism is centred upon the agency of human individuality and subjective intuition,
rather than on received ideas and authority. Texts have to be read as texts that were
produced and live on in all sorts of what I have called worldly ways. But this by no
means excludes power, since on the contrary I have tried to show the insinuations, the
imbrications of power into even the most recondite of studies. And lastly, most important,
humanism is the only, and I would go as far as to say the final resistance we have against
the inhuman practices and injustices that disfigure human history.
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