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Experiencing War

This edited collection explores aspects of contemporary war that affect average 
people – physically, emotionally, and ethically – through activities ranging from 
combat to drawing war.
 The aim of this work is to supplement the usual emphasis on strategic and 
national issues of war in the interest of beginning to theorize war from the point of 
view of individual experience, whether the individual is a combatant, a casualty, a 
supporter, opponent, recorder, veteran, distant viewer, an international lawyer, an 
ethicist or an artist. This volume presents essays that push the boundaries of war 
studies and war thinking, without promoting one kind of theory or methodology for 
studying war as experiential politics, but with an eye to exploring the possibilities 
and encouraging others to take up the new agenda. It includes new and challenging 
thinking on humanitarianism and war, new wars in the Third World, gender 
and war thinking, and the sense of the body within war that inspired recent UN 
resolutions. It also gives examples that can change our understanding of who is 
located where, doing what with respect to war: women warriors in Sierra Leone, 
war survivors living with their memories, and even an artist drawing something 
seemingly intangible about war – the arms trade.
 The unique aspect of this book is its purposive pulling together of foci and 
theoretical and methodological perspectives from a number of disciplines on a 
variety of contemporary wars. Arguably, war is an activity that engages the 
attention, the politics, and the lives of many people. To theorize it with those lives 
and perspectives in mind, recognizing the political contexts of war, is long overdue.
 This inter-disciplinary book will be of much interest to students of war studies, 
critical security studies, gender studies, sociology, and IR in general.

Christine Sylvester is Professor of International Relations and Development 
at Lancaster University, UK, and the recent recipient of the annual Kerstin 
Hesselgren Chair in Sweden.
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1   Experiencing war
An introduction

Christine Sylvester

War is a repetitive politics of violence that crosses human history. No one is 
immune from its touch: there are pieces of war in peacetime and pieces of peace 
in war. Sadly, the practices of violent politics show few signs of letting up, giving 
up, or relinquishing a hold on the imaginary of international politics and over the 
lives of so many people caught up by it. This collection takes the last phrase of 
that sentence as its starting point: the lives of so many people. It draws our atten-
tion away from strategic and national interest politics of war to the prospect of 
theorizing war from a starting point in individuals, the ones who experience war 
in the myriad ways possible – as combatants, casualties, voyeurs, opponents, art-
ists, healers, grave diggers, and so many other identities. What unites them all is 
the human body, a sensing physical entity that can touch war, and an emotional 
and thinking body that is touched by it in innumerable ways. But there are also 
many divides – cultural, religious, historical, national, generational, linguistic, 
gender, race, class that can lead to conflict. Difference exaggerated, invented, or 
politicized in the extreme can explode into large-scale armed conflict between 
groups that find others so “other” that they must be killed. Weapons and bod-
ies then get aimed at other bodies, even if they are said to be aimed primarily at 
“strategic targets,” “pockets of resistance,” armed opponents and the like. A key 
characteristic of war in practice is that it engages and acts on bodies.
 Judith Butler knows this. She advocates an approach to theorizing war, and to 
building a politics to stop it, that pays consummate attention to wartime emotions 
common to friend and enemy alike: mourning, grieving, feeling inexplicable loss. 
She asks: 

 What form political reflection and deliberation ought to take if we take injura-
bility and aggression as two points of departure for political life … [knowing] 
that there are others out there on whom my life depends, people I do not know 
and may never know.1 

Historians who talk to warriors and veterans also know that bodies are the locus of 
powerful war experiences. Christian Appy hears a former Lieutenant General in 
the US Marine Corps struggle with his lingering Vietnam War emotions:



2 Christine Sylvester

 Trainor once wrote that the Vietnam War produced a “genie of anguish” that 
he had bottled up inside. Asked to elaborate he says, “Well, I still can’t go to 
the Vietnam Veterans Memorial.” With these words he suddenly chokes up. 
A dam of emotion seems about to break, but within seconds he regains con-
trol … “Deep down there’s a hurt and I don’t know what it is. I can’t control 
it. It’s always there and I think I’ll just live with it for the rest of my life.”2

The famous British war photojournalist, Don McCullin, writes books and exhibits 
his pictures from all the wars he saw through the lenses of cameras and felt through 
the skin on his body and pulsations in his brain. Writing of his time with the Biafran 
secessionist forces in 1969, McCullin offers a telling aside about taking food

 and other things for the children of a man called Chinua Achebe, one of the 
genuine idealists on the Biafran side. He was a novelist, who wrote a book 
called Things Fall Apart. That was precisely what was happening now. He 
was a young man, an honourable man, a nice man. I remember the last time 
I saw him. He took the gifts without any emotion. He had cut off any feeling 
he may once have had for the one or two Westerners he thought really cared. 
I felt he was looking through me as if I didn’t really exist. And I could see that 
the ruin of the Ibo culture had made him feel exactly as I had when coming 
out of Hue [Vietnam] – totally shell-shocked.3

Not all bodies in war experience the “genie of anguish” – at least not all the time. 
A former soldier on the Vietnamese side admits that the war was very often a 
depressing experience. But he also says: 

 How could you allow yourself to be depressed when you saw people making 
their homes inside the hulk of a tank like this? [He points to one of his photo-
graphs of a Vietnamese family living inside the remains of a destroyed U.S. 
tank.] Looking at people like them, we knew our task wasn’t finished. They 
were the real source of our psychological motivation.4 

Miranda Allison interviewed a woman in the Irish Republican Army of Northern 
Ireland who told her that joining up “was not a personal experience and it was not 
emotional. … No, I thought very long and hard and I thought how best to achieve 
what I believed in, and I believed that that was the way forward.”5 Some people 
embrace war, get addicted to it, celebrate it, and keep lining up for it by display-
ing horrendous weapons at arms fairs or by becoming iteratively mercenary. They 
might live comfortably in the Green Zone of Baghdad or feed off it, willingly or 
most likely not, like Mother Courage did during the Thirty Years War, and like 
the kidnapped bush women had to do during the Liberian civil wars.6 Or they can 
isolate themselves from threats around them and thereby make the situation of their 
otherness very obvious: “The American military closed off streets near its bases 
in the city, regardless of whether they were vital thoroughfares … The sight of 
barricaded roads was a daily reminder to Iraqis that they were under occupation.”7


