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Silent Thunder: War Memorials and the Break Up of
the Collectivistic Motive to Sacrifice

David W. Seitz

Through an analytical discussion of the Silent TdemMemorial for Freedom, a recently
constructed public memorial to American soldierleldi in the Iraq war, this essay
examines how Western narratives of soldierly seerihave been deployed in American
war memorials. | begin by exploring how Americarr weemorials have worked as sites
of closure that symbolically reorder, imply, butimately hide the horror of death in the
battlefield. I then discuss how inherited narrasvef sacrifice—or what Kenneth Burke
calls the “collectivistic motive” for sacrifice—havbeen essential to the making and
memorializing of war in the United States. Althouggrtain aesthetic and thematic
attributes seem to situate the Silent Thunder Mah&or Freedom at a unique position
within the long cultural tradition of American wamemorials, this new memorial
ultimately reverts to familiar notions of the ‘s#daial soldier.” In conclusion, | argue
that particular events surrounding the Iraq war kawendered these notions
dysfunctional, breaking apart the easy equatiomieen the American war memorial and
the memory of the sacrificial soldier.

On the front lawn of Kevin Roustazad’s gravestbuosiness in the commercial
strip of Manassas, Virginia, a tall, dark, freesliag wall of blank granite panels stands
at attention next to a flagpole, upon which an Anzer flag flies. This landscape is the
extent to which Roustazad’s plan for a memoriath® sacrifice of American soldiers
killed in the war in Irag has come. But if Roustdzan American citizen of Iranian
descent, has his way, these stones will come @ se&r a permanent national memorial to
American soldiers lost in the Irag war. The freediag wall is designed to accommodate
a yet undetermined number of granite panels thét depict the names, ranks, and
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official military portrait photographs (etched irramic plates) of a yet unknown number
of American soldiers killed in a war that has yeehd. Through personal investment and
grassroots fundraising, Roustazad is creating aaniahto one of the many human costs
of the war in Irag. He has named the site the Sildrunder Memorial for Freedom.
“Even though the soldiers’ voices have fallen diletheir thunder is alive,” says
Roustazad. “And when you look at them looking batkou, you will feel they capture
your heart and your mind” (Roustazad).

As public memory has become the focus of a laggmying, and interdisciplinary
body of literature, scholars have turned to war m@as and their audiences as fruitful
subjects of investigation. For instance, Sarahudcéd has revealed how the meanings
and audience receptions of a Revolutionary War mmami in Charlestown,
Massachusetts, have been subject to constant rgatemg recently, the memorial has
been appropriated as a symbolic gathering spacesvibeal activist groups rally against
violent crime occurring in the community. Kirk S@ehas explored how the history of
America’s slavery and its violent end (the Civil Wavere transmitted through the
sculptural monuments that increasingly came to datei public space in nineteenth-
century America; these sculptures, often depicéngrale slave groveling before his
benefactor President Lincoln, worked to reinford¢e tcollective (and convenient)
memory of the North’s righteous role in the warcBaly, a number of scholars have
critically examined how war memorials on the Maill\Washington, D.C., function as
memory texts where publics gather to define thevesel vis-a-vis material
representations of soldierly sacrifice. And attemtihas been paid to the typology,
semiology, and political meaning of civic monumemésed in memory to French
soldiers killed in the First World War.

The purpose of this essay is to provide an armalytiliscussion of the Silent
Thunder Memorial for Freedom that will enable anareixation of how Western
narratives of soldierly sacrifice have been deplioyeAmerican war memorials. | begin
by exploring how American war memorials have workasl sites of closure that
symbolically reorder, imply, but ultimately hideetthorror of death in the battlefield. |
then discuss how inherited narratives of sacrifice-what Kenneth Burke (397) calls the
“collectivistic motive” for sacrifice—have been esgial to the making and
memorializing of war in the United States. Althoughrtain aesthetic and thematic
attributes seem to situate the Silent Thunder Mahtwr Freedom at a unique position
within the long cultural tradition of American wanemorials, Roustazad’s memorial
ultimately reverts to familiar notions of the ‘sdicial soldier.” In conclusion, | argue
that particular events surrounding the Iraq wareh@ndered these notions dysfunctional,

! See Sarah J. Purcell, “Commemoration, Public #&rtl the Changing Meaning of the Bunker Hill
Monument,”Public Historian25.2 (2003): 55-71; Kirk Savag8tanding Soldiers, Kneeling Slaves: Race,
War, and Monument in Nineteenth-Century Amegiianceton: Princeton University Press, 1997); hdari
Sturken, “The Wall, the Screen, and the Image: Vieénham Veterans MemorialRepresentation35
(1991): 118-142; Kim Servart Theriault, “Re-membegrVietnam: War, Trauma, and ‘Scarring Over’
After ‘The Wall,”” Journal of American Cultur26.4 (2003); Barbara A. Biesecker, “Rememberingld/o
War II: The Rhetoric and Politics of National Conmuration at the Turn of the 2Tentury,”Quarterly
Journal of SpeecB8.4 (2002): 393-409; Antoine Prost, “Monumentshie Dead,'Realms of Memory:
Construction of the French Pastd. Pierre Nora (New York: Columbia UniversityeBs 1997) 306-330;
and Daniel J. Shermaihe Construction of Memory in Interwar Fran@@hicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1999).
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breaking apart the easy equation between the Aareri@r memorial and the memory of
the sacrificial soldier.

American War Memorials and Sacrifice

Kirk Savage tells us that every war memorial seras both a rhetorical and
physical space where publics can “gather and detfmeenselves at ceremonies and
rallies.” It is a space of resolution and compramst of prolonged conflict:

Even now, to commemorate is to seek historicalwkysto draw together
the various strands of meaning present in a speeehmonument. It is
true that the process of commemoration often le@dsconflict, not
closure, because in defining the past we define masent. Yet in
choosing to remember “historical” events or hemesstill hope to plunge
them into a past secured against the vicissitutitee@resent.
Recent controversies over the Vietnam Veterans Mamnand the World War I
Memorial on the Mall in Washington, D.C. have showmat the process of
commemoration in the United States can also beoaeps of conflict “where many
different social groups fight for access and fifit control of the images that define
them” (4-7). But the war memorial, ultimately, isiée of closure where a static memory
of the past rises above present disagreementsués the war memorial represents a
viable form of group communication and memory, amkrates as a symbolic and
physical antithesis to the shattering, rupturingstclctive space it commemorates: the
battlefield.

Paul Virilio argues that the battlefield is a tmraatic and violent break from the
stable and seemingly harmonious systems of commtioins in society: “The battlefield
is the place where social intercourse breaks offere political rapprochement fails,
making way for the inculcation of terror... Orders, fact speech of any kind, are
transmitted by long-range instruments which, in @age, are often inaudible among
combatants’ screams, the clash of arms, and, ldter, various explosions and
detonations” (6). Each war memorial, “always tenepeby a foregrounding of the lives
lost in battle” (Sturken 120), attempts to serveaasingle location that reorders and
makes sense of the atomization and chaos of theéatomone. This reconfiguration never
truly reveals the “screams,” the “clash of armbkg texplosions and detonations” (i.e. the
terror soldiers experience in combat), for to dosmld defeat the memorial’'s purpose
as a site of closure. As Henri Lefebvre writes, ‘fhe degree that there are traces of
violence and death, negativity and aggressivenessocial practice, the monumental
work erases them and replaces them with a trangovier and certitude which
encompass violence and terror” (222). Yet withimmeals we find implications of the
terror and violence of the battlefield through esmntations of the factual deaths of
soldiers. Simultaneously revealing and obfuscating realities of war, memorials
“embody grief, loss, and tribute or obligation;sa doing, they serve to frame particular
historical narratives” (Sturken 120). With few egtiens, these narratives include
Western notions of the sacrifice inherited from #em¢ Greek and biblical traditions.

The western world inherits its idolization of ttsacrificial soldier’ perhaps most
directly from Pericles’ funeral oration. At the pigbburial of the remains of the
Athenians killed in the Peloponnesian War againsar@, Athenian general Pericles
delivered his famous speech about the value of deang and the memory of those who
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had died in its defense. In this classic “epideidtiterance about soldiers from ‘our side’
who died in battle” (Corbett and Connors 212), &es urged the living to:
realize the power of Athens, and feed your eyesiuysr from day to day,
till love of her fills your hearts; and then, what her greatness shall
break upon you, you must reflect that it was byraga, sense of duty, and
a keen feeling of honor in action that men werebthto win all this, and
that no personal failure in an enterprise could en#kem consent to
deprive their country of their valor, but they laicht her feet as the most
glorious contribution that they could offer.
The relatives and widows of the dead were to befoded by the knowledge that the
soldiers had willingly offered up their lives in fdase of the Athenian state and its
democratic ideals of peace, justice, and freedaricles advised those “still of an age to
beget children” to bear future citizen soldiers; foot only will they help you forget
those whom you have lost, but will be to the stdtence a reinforcement and a security.”
The sepulcher where the bodily remains were bufibd, noblest of shrines wherein [the
soldiers’] glory is laid up to be eternally rememdmt” would serve as a site of closure
and permanent declaration of the most righteowsvit acts: sacrificing life for the state
(Thucydides 2.34-46).

Building upon this notion of sacrifice, Christiggy—a foundational tradition of
the western world—portrayed Christ’'s sacrificiabtteas the perfect model of righteous
action. In the OIld Testament, an individual whoeo#d a sacrifice did not offer
her/himself, but instead offered a precious possesa substitution, such as a child (as
in the story of Abraham and Isaac) or an animath\Zihrist’s death, the sacrificer’s gift
of her/himself became literal. Although Christ'stlavords (“My God, my God, why
have you forsaken me?”) implied a lack of agentwas Christ'swillingnessto die that
consecrated humanity’s new covenant with God—farhswillingness is not easy to
attain, even for the Son of God:

Father, if you are willing, take this cup from mgst not my will, but
yours be done.” An angel from heaven appearedrodand strengthened
him. And being in anguish, he prayed more earneatig his sweat was
like drops of blood falling to the groundl'i{e New International Version
of the Bible Luke 22.42-44)
With heavenly support, in the final hours of lifégst found the will to offer himself to
death to save the whole of humanity.

References to these inherited notions of sacrdaeusually be seen in American
war memorials. For instance, visitors of any AmanidNVorld War | or World War I
overseas cemetery and memorial discover an ovemuhgl sea of white marble
headstones in the shape of the Latin cross, aianaillusion to Christ's sacrifice For

2 A small percentage of the headstones are in thpesbf the Star of David and commemorate those
soldiers who were known to be of Jewish Faith. @uén the demographics of the United States armed
forces during World War | and World War 11, an owdelming majority of the headstones take the shape
of the Latin cross. The image of the Latin crosslft appearing over and over again in precisetynatl

rows at each cemetery, is a well-known ideograghistrical, visual symbol that signifies familiar
meanings within most Western culturesSligns and Symbols in Christian ARev. George Ferguson
isolates the Latin cross’s 2@entury denotation: “The cross is one of the dldes most universal of all
symbols. It is, of course, the perfect symbol ofi§tthecause of His sacrifice upon the Cross. thnoader
sense, however, the cross has become the mangoofsihe Christian religion, the emblem of atonatme
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visitors (American or otherwise), it becomes hardiény the swelling sense of sacrifice
that permeates from the numerous, harmonized rdwshide crosses. Every soldier’s

death becomes a sacrifice for the collective gobthe citizens of Europe, the United
States, and the rest of the world—not just the Acaerstate. Additionally, each buried
soldier attains salvation, as his or her actionsvaf—presumably violent and against
Christianity’s philosophy of peace—are justifiedrdiven, and wiped away. Ironically,

we should note, these religious connotations ogfivéne memory of the cross as an
instrument of justified torture and death usedHh®ydtate against its citizens.

The recently constructed World War 1l Memoriatuated closer to home on the
National Mall, exhibits soldierly sacrifice in lessligious, but just as powerful, terms.
Etched at the bottom of the site’'s “Freedom Wall’-aeall of 4,000 stars, each
representing a hundred American lives lost in tp@ot war"—is the inscription: HERE
WE MARK THE PRICE OF FREEDOM. At the site’s dedicat on Memorial Day of
2004, Senator Bob Dole elaborated upon this phe¢ Americans have so often been
asked to pay:

What we dedicate today is not a memorial to wath&ait is a tribute to
the physical and moral courage that makes heroesfolarm and city
boys, that inspires Americans in every generatmtay down their lives
for people they will never meet, for ideals thatkeadife itself worth
living... Certainly the heroes represented by theéd@,Qold stars on the
“Freedom Wall” need no monument to commemorate gearifice. They
are known to God and their fellow soldiers, wholwiburn their passing
until the day of our own. In their names, we detdicthis place of
meditation. (Dole)
Like Pericles, Dole was a witness to the terrowaf: stationed in the hills of Italy, his
arm was ripped apart by Nazi gunfire during a fiaattempt to save a dying friend. But
Dole’s dedication speech, like Pericles’ funeratmm and the abstract representation of
death in the “Freedom Wall,” sublimates the tewbrvar into the heroism of soldierly
sacrifice. Instead of testifying to the blood andgsgthat define combat, Dole’s words
focus on the majesty of the American soldier’s ifia@l nature (so self-evident that its
memorialization is almost perfunctory) and sugdhat the “WE” inscribed below the
gold stars stands for all of humanity.

We can even find notions of sacrifice in the VatnVeterans Memorial, a site
that is generally understood to have “eliminatddelt of a celebration of affirmation of
patriotism, the nobility of arms, or the dignity dfing for a just cause” (Winter 104-
105). Comprised of two black granite walls that tise name of 58,000 war dead, this
memorial has been described by critics and obserasra “black spot in American
history,” a “tombstone,” and a “black gash of shar(eturken 122). Maya Lin, the
architect of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, intethdlee site “to be extremely honest
about the facts of not so much tpelitics of war but theresults of war.” Thus, she
designed the memorial to “register loss on a furelaal, individual level” (Lin). Indeed,
the site seems void of the redemptive qualitiesafifice so prominently touted in other

and the symbol of “salvation and redemption throGfpinistianity.” For Christians, the Latin crossrsfies
“sacrifice,” “atonement,” salvation,” and “redemmti” In summation, the Latin cross remembers Christ
sacrifice for the collective good, the subsequestirrection of Christ’s flesh, and the journey bfi€t's
soul to heaven (100).
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war memorials. As Jay Winter writes, “All we see arames, and our own reflection”

(Winter 105). But, | argue, it is in each visitor&flection, a frame for hundreds of names
of the dead, that we can find the argument forigeer “These American soldiers were

willing to rise to a calling, fight, and die for ypthe visitor—even in a war that has
become known as the ‘bad war.” The sacrifice of soldiers is evident and ever-

present, even if the site serves as a criticisgasernment policies in Vietham and a
sober reminder of the results of the war.

We begin to see that the “heroism” found in Amamievar memorials is rooted in
an inherited definition of sacrifice as an indivadiwact for the benefit of the common
good. But upon reflection, sacrifice, in such ternssan inherent contradiction to the
promise of capitalistic democracy. Kenneth Burkedshlight on this contradiction,
arguing that during times of peace in America, ¢hir “neither need nor room for a
concept of individual sacrifice for the collectigeod,” for within Adam Smith vision of
society, “individual aggrandizements are made synmus with public benefits.” But in
times of war—and in our memories of war—we imagare Athenian democracy in
which there exists a “collectivistic motive” forgéice:

An individual sacrifice must be presented in temhgublic benefit. An
individual impoverishment must be presented in sewh public wealth.
An individual risk in terms of group security. Irther words, for the
conditions of a war economy, as for the conditiohsvarfare itself, we
need a collectivistic motive, which will be sharky all except the war
profiteers and the empire-builders of big business.
Similar to professional baseball teams, those §tely owned businesses which but have
themaskof public institutions,” in times of war the U.&iilitary functions as a necessary
collective entity whose efforts must be greetedthy average citizen with personal
sacrifice or support (Burke 395-397).

The U.S. military is routinely successful at maining this “mask of the public
institution” largely because Americans have beamddmned, “not directly to belief and
behavior, but to a vocabulary of concepts that tioncas guides, warrants, reasons, or
excuses for behavior and belief.” According to MiehCalvin McGee, “human beings
will react predictably and autonomically” to ideaghs—words and phrases that serve as
the building blocks of ideology. Historically, tesmlike ‘law,” ‘liberty,” ‘tyranny,’
‘freedom,’” and ‘sacrifice’ have served as ideogsaphthe United States. These and other
ideographs, which we find in political speechesmafr and in the texts and designs of
American war memorials, contribute to an effectirrestoric of control” that maintains a
collectivistic motive to sacrifice in war. Writingf American support for war in Vietnam,
McGee tells us:

So it was that a majority of Americans were sugiisnot when allegedly
sane young men agreed to go halfway around thedworkill for God,
country, apple pie, and no other particularly goeaison, but, rather, when
other young men displayed good common sense byngda Montreal
instead, thereby refusing to be conspicuous irviawar which was none
of their business... We make a rhetoric of war tospade us of war’s
necessity, but then forget that it is a rhetoric-d-a&gard negative popular
judgments of it as unpatriotic cowardice. (6)
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Depicting this rhetoric of war, American war menadsi stride between day-to-day
capitalistic democracy (so void of the potential feroic sacrifice) and the necessary
reversion to archaic societies in times of militaonflict.

The Silent Thunder Memorial for Freedom

At first inspection, particular aesthetic and tlaim attributes of the Silent
Thunder Memorial for Freedom situate the memottia anique position within the long
cultural tradition of American war memorials. Thest such attribute is the (yet-to-be
executed) photographic representation of each Araerisoldier killed; no other
permanent, public American war memorial has attechguch a feat. Each soldier will
be depicted in her or his military portrait photagin—a headshot of the subject in full
military garb. This combination of highly mimetiorin and mass listing suggests that
each individual soldier must be considered in hehis irreducible, unique, indelible
physical visage. The Vietham Veterans Memoriah@ase of the magnitude of deaths
in the Vietham War and the representational powefisting, employs listing as a
resistance to the reductionism of the iconic meatoNVhereas monuments like the
Korean War Veterans Memorial on the National Malldathe Marine Corps War
Memorial (depicting the raising of the flag at IMimna) in Arlington, VA, represent vast
numbers of soldiers through the mimetic portrapéla few soldiers’ bodies, the Vietham
Veterans Memorial uses an aesthetic that referdf it® script and the archival
documentation of the dead, thus offering an impoessf the cold anonymity of the
individual soldier among the seemingly infinite noen of those killed. Though
considered “the first national monument to elevite individual above the cause”
(Schwartz 430), the Vietnam Veterans Memorial reduadividuals down to uniformly
shaped names that the war machine ate up—an eralptibnt ultimately abstract,
representation of each dead soldi&ilent Thunder, it seems, goes beyond all previous
American memorials by displaying the unique huneoefof each dead soldier.

Furthermore, Roustazad’s decision to exhibit pa@phs of fallen soldiers enters
into the rhetorical framework of a war in which awigible depiction of casualties has
already been charged with enormous power. Michadfilclaims that “an intuitive
belief in the power of the camera to reflect, révaad expose fundamentally” has
persisted throughout the Iraq war (Griffin). Fostance, the Bush Administration and the
Pentagon have fought to suppress images of flaggedramerican coffins returning from
Iraq, citing a dubious moral imperative to resghetprivacy of grieving military families
(“Bush”). Deepa Kumar reminds us that reporters whshed to be “embedded” with
invading American forces “had to sign a contradghwhe military agreeing to a 50-point
program that stated what they could and could apont” (60). Close scrutiny of this
contract reveals the U.S. military’'s early desi@ dontrol the dissemination of
photographs that could potentially reveal and pwabpe the “horrors” of what was
supposed to be a clean, just war:

% In 1984, public outcry concerning the abstracturabf the Vietnam Veterans Memorial forced the.U.S
Commission of Fine Arts to place on an adjacestaistatue of American soldiers, Frederick Hartisee
Fighting Men It appears that this statue did not fully sattateapparent and pressing need to remember
those whose names appear on the Wall through vispe¢sentations of their bodies; in 2003, Presiden
George W. Bush signed a bill that authorized thestroiction of a visitor’s center between the Vietna
Veterans Memorial and the Lincoln Memorial; thisifidy will feature photographs of the dead
(“President”).
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Point 40: No photographs or other visual media shgwan enemy
prisoner of war or detainee’s recognizable facanetag or other
identifying feature or item may be taken. No intews with detainees
will be granted.

Point 43: Although images of casualties are autieorto show the horrors
of war, no photographs or other visual media shgwandeceased
service member’'s recognizable face, nametag orr attentifying
feature of item may be taken. (“CFLCC")

Because of these and other restrictions duringotitereak of the American invasion,
“photographs that did not lend illustrative supporthe official US government version
of events were rarely published” (Griffin). In Ap2004, as the war progressed and the
numbers of American war dead rose, Ted Koppel o€ABNightline prepared a program
titled “The Fallen,” in which he read the namesath of the 724 American servicemen
and servicewomen Killed in Iraq. Each name wasapemied by the presentation of the
deceased’s official military portrait. The Sinclddroadcast Group refused to air the
program on its television channels, claiming thaippgel’s program appeared “to be
motivated by a political agenda designed to undeentine efforts of the United States in
Irag.” While the Bush administration approved oh@air's decision, leaders such as
Senator John McCain found this censorship of “weeisible costs” to be “unpatriotic.”
“The controversy,” writes Juan Cole, “clearly laythe presentation of over 700 images
of real human faces, belonging to the deceasedejCo

Shortly after this episode, as the gravity of therrific, American-made
conditions in Irag became more apparent, imagegsrisbner abuse at the Abu Ghraib
prison became available to the world. In these esadetractors of the War in Iraq found
all the evidence required to prove the immoralityh@ war. Others attributed the images
and the events they documented to be the workfefvabad apples,” Army Specialists
Lynndie England and Charles Graner (whose imagesnically, were widely
disseminated in an apparent effort to reframe thentinto individual criminality). The
Department of Defense quickly urged a federal judgerewrite the Freedom of
Information Act to prevent the release of more pbalepicting torture and abuse at Abu
Ghraib, arguing that such images “would endangersifety and lives of individuals,
including soldiers and civilians in Iraq, Afghamsist and elsewhere” (Carr). It is against
this framework of censorship, suppression, and eapxover the use of imagery that
Silent Thunder’s photographs will be seen permdpeRbustazad is making that which
has been invisible—through formal and informal ceskip—visible for a long time.

The fact that Silent Thunder is being construatieding the war it works to
remember is highly unusu&But this collapsing of time reflects issues oftamtaneity
deeply rooted in the Irag war. In what has gone d@s a gross misperception of
hegemonic power, on March 23, 2003 the Bush Adrmatisn directed the U.S. military
into Iraq to topple Saddam Hussein’s regime. Accanmgd by “embedded” television

* In Standing SoldiersKirk Savage shows that regional memorials toigeéckilled in the Civil War were
constructed well after the end of the war, somedidecades later. Planning for the Vietnam Veterans
Memorial began in 1979, four years after the enthefVietnam War; the site’s dedication occurred in
1982. The Korean War Veterans Memorial was dedicateJuly 27, 1995, the #2anniversary of the
armistice that had ended the war’s bloodshed. AadNXorld War Il Memorial was inauguratsik
decadesfter V-Day.
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journalists reporting live from the combat zone, &man military forces swiftly
decimated Hussein’s army and occupied the capitaBaghdad. Before the dust of
Operation Shock and Awe had settled, George Busddstipon a battleship off of San
Diego and declared: “Mission accomplished.” Desfiie increasingly apparent backfire
to the promise of the Iraq war as a single everthaut beginning and end, this
consideration of time as purely instant and in firesent moment has permeated
American expectations of the waNever anticipating that the war in Iraq would last
long as it has, Roustazad finds himself in the aloos situation of constructing a
memorial to a war that is evolving everyday and séhalltimate meaning remains
unknown.

But the notion that the Silent Thunder Memorial Fseedom, like the ongoing
war, is open-ended and lacks a visible conclusnstilis the site with a sharp critical
perspective. As previously mentioned, Silent Thundedesigned to accommodate an
unlimited number of granite panels (from a birdi® esiew, imagine a “T” with a short
cross hair and a vertical line that can go dowrefimitely; this vertical line is formed by
granite panels seven feet tall and ten feet widkeyvbich Roustazad will mount portrait
photographs of the dead. This accommodation fauréupanels is, in itself, a tragic
performance of future, invisible, but inevitableokgnt deaths. The power of such a
performance has been seen before in American eulusually through performance
protest. In 1936, a group of Princeton Universitydents established Veterans of Future
Wars, a satirical but political organization thanthnded pre-payment of compensation
for wars their generation would inevitably havefight. Partly lampooning the World
War | veterans of the “Bonus Army” who had lobbfed and received war compensation
a decade earlier than promised, but also critiquimg U.S. government’'s wartime
dependence upon the bodies of young men, the grayed, “It is but a common right
that this bonus be paid now, for many will be killer wounded in the next war, and
hence they, the most deserving, will not othervgsethe full benefit of their country’s
gratitude” (“The Veterans™.In the late 1980s, the activist group ACT UP (AIDS
Coalition to Unleash Power) staged guerrilla the&ate-ins,” such as the highly reported
event outside St Patrick’'s Cathedral in New YorkyCwhere the bodies of protestors
“were outlined in paint and chalk to emphasizedbadly effects of social indifference to
AIDS” (Christiensen and Hanson). Recently, the-swtiacco organization The Truth has
developed a series of television and Internet pudgirvice announcements that attempt to
visibly represent the magnitude of future tobacelated deaths in the United States
(http://www.thetruth.com).

We can even find such performance in the reflggbiool outside the King Center
in Atlanta, Georgia, where a chronological seriesmages depicting the factual lynches
of African Americans is inscribed around the rimtloé pool. As Carole Blair notes, the
section of the rim that represents the presenttla@duture is left blank, leaving us with
the unstated but powerful question, “Will this $ectremain blank, or will there be more

® This was never more apparent than when the lesfgtie Iraq war exceeded the amount of time the
United States had fought in World War Il. On NovemB6, 2006, th#V/ashington Podiedicated an entire
page (B4) to public reaction to and outrage ovirshbering marker of the Iraq war’s open-endedness
® Although the VFW would boast 50,000 members thiocgmpus chapters across the country, the pre-
paid bonus was never received. All but one of ttigiral Princeton members of the VFW would go on to
fight in World War 1l (“The Veterans”).
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lynches to document” (Blair)? We can detect a singjuestion in Silent Thunder: “Will
more American soldiers be added to this wall?” fRoist visitors, the answer seems to be
a tragic “yes.” In an article about Silent Thundededication in April 2006, the
Washington Postlescribed Manassas Mayor Douglas S. Waldron’diceato the empty
wall: “As he stood before the smooth black stoW#aldron said he knew they weren’t
blank. ‘I know there are names that are waitingbt engraved on this,” he said”
(Vargas). Waldron’s words indicate an awarenegt@peculiar fact that Silent Thunder
has collapsed the present into the past and, figdrag war, both the past and present
into the future. Unlike other war memorials, thex@o real promise of closure.

Traditional Meanings

Despite these unique aesthetic and thematic waiish the Silent Thunder
Memorial for Freedom remains entrenched in theiticachl meanings and ideographs
that have been fundamental to the making and remasmob of war in the United States.
In order to be read as an American war memoriapheasRoustazad’s intentions, Silent
Thundemustconvey and refer to elements inherent to thisggehspace. Jonathan Gray
points out that for a text (in this case, a meniptabe understood within the appropriate
range of interpretations, the text must satisfye'srunderstanding of the medium, what
one knows or expects of its structure, genres tianpes, and how one has been trained to
make sense of its messages, style and rhetoric3)(Zkhus, through its physical
presentation—which includes the atypical use oftpd@phic imagery—Silent Thunder
has been defined as a memorial—a space where pulait gather to remember, honor,
and mourn the heroic sacrifice of American soldiers

The memorial’'s name—Silent Thunder Memorial foeédom—which according
to Roustazad will be inscribed around the baséefaall, immediately connotes specific
attributes of American war making and remembraAttbough Roustazad claims “Silent
Thunder” is a reference to “Rolling Thunder,” amaal Memorial Day motorcycle ride
by thousands of veterans through Washington, D/@rgas), the term triggers memories
of the official, slogan-like names that have bessigned to American military invasions
in recent decades: Operation Urgent Fury (Grena@pgration Just Cause (Panama),
Operation Desert Storm (Iraq), Operation EnduringgeBom (Afghanistan), and
Operation Iraqi Freedom (Iraqg). “Memorial” serves an overt pronouncement of the
site’s identity and purpose; we are to know thas #ite is a memorial as much as
anything found on the National Mall. And “Freedong” word commonly heard in
George W. Bush’'s war speeches, openly declareschiegished rights for which
American soldiers supposediseely fought and died: the freedom of self-determination
and the freedom from the interference of othergetloer these words construct a name
that stretches American reverence-laden vocabudémost to the breaking point of
seriousness.

The photographic images of the dead will work tspend the remembered
soldiers somewhere between life and death. Deppgémodern attacks on the premise
that a photograph can present a privileged windote ceality and truth, a general belief
in photography’'s original function—to document aedpress what has been—still
lingers. InCamera LucidaRoland Barthes writes of photography’s peculiaitt

Photography’s Referent is not the same as theergferf other systems of
representation. | call “photographic referent” tiw optionally real thing
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to which an image or a sign refers but tieeessarilyeal thing which has
been placed before the lens, without which theraldvbe no photograph.
Painting can feign reality without having senttscourse combines signs
which have referents, of course, but these refereah be and are most
often “chimeras.” Contrary to these imitationspPihotography | can never
deny thatthe thing has been ther@here is a superimposition here: of
reality and the past. (76)
Roustazad’s decision to represent each dead sold@mrgh the medium of photography
capitalizes on commonly held assumptions (elogyeddscribed by Barthes) about
photography’s ability to reveal the truth of whaishbeen. Although the dead soldiers are
gone, their photographic representations will r@ioé the truth that they once were here,
alive, and visible to those around them. Like thedR sepulcher, this memorial will
freeze the dead in an ever present now, ratherldgitang them transcend their earthly
visage. It is the simultaneous action of recogjzine dead through representations of
life that forms the paradoxical effect of Americalar memorials like the Marine Corps
War Memorial, the Korean War Veterans Memorial, &nelderick Hart’sThree Fighting
Men at the Vietham Veterans Memorial. Though one cargue that, through using
actual photographs of actual people as re-presemsabf the dead, Silent Thunder
pushes this tradition to the limits, this memoriavertheless remains within the
representational paradigm established by previcusuments.

Similar to America’s overseas World War | and Wowar Il cemeteries, Silent
Thunder claims an authoritative, state-like pogsessver the soldierly dead. Although
Roustazad voluntarily contacts each dead soldfarisly for permission to display the
photographic portraits, an act that acknowledges dbmestic life of the American
soldier, the dead will be represented and remerdbeotely for the fact that they
perished fighting for the state. Any previous idies will be wiped away, to the point
where the worth of each soldier can only be meassureher or his moment of death.
Roustazad says:

One reason, to me, that having the faces on isiwggrtant, is that many
of our young soldiers who've died have left veryugg children behind,
some of them born after their death. | was hopireg when these young
families come to visit, not only will they see theiom’s face, their dad’s
face, they will also see the other heroes they di¢lll Many of these men
and women died alongside the comrades they wevangewith. Very few
of them just died as a single person. So we're gydanput these people
together. So when they come, they'll see mom ardj dad they'll see
their friends who gave their lives along with thgRoustazad)
One might argue that the photographic images, whnghly the general atrocity of the
young soldiers’ deaths, could lead many to seenSil&under as a protest piece rather
than a traditional war memorial that affirms natibstic ideals. But the framing of these
photographs within the physical and textual edifocfea war memorial, which cannot
escape the nationalistic strictures of its gereayés little doubt as to the site’s reverence
of the soldiers’ sacrifice for the nation.

Currently, Silent Thunder rests on the front yafd Roustazad’s gravestone
business, Eastern Memorials. Motorists passingrb@entreville Road, Manassas’s main
commercial thoroughfare, may be startled to sedalhepolished slabs of black granite

Seitz, “Silent Thunder’s4



InterCulture 5.2 (June 2008)

emerge into their field of vision. The gleaming amlemished wall is a visual anomaly
to the car dealerships, fast food chains, gasosigtiand pharmacies that have come to
clutter much of northern Virginia’s landscape. Eoe present time, one might think that
in standing out within this day-to-day capitaliseavironment, Silent Thunder—like a
moral, anti-war scoreboard tallying a somber cousitbversively invites citizens to stop,
pay attention, and witness the fact that Americaldisrs continue to die in Iraq. In
actuality, financial circumstances and zoning omdtes have necessitated the
construction of the memorial on Roustazad’s landu@azad). But, perhaps sensing the
possibility that people will misinterpret his menaby Roustazad is raising the funds and
political support necessary to move Silent Thuridex “suitable site” (Thurman), such as
one of Manassas’s public parks. Thus, Silent Thoad®irrent geographical location is
only temporary. In the near future, the memoriake-lother memorials standing on town
squares, public parks, and the hallowed groundghefNational Mall in Washington,
D.C.—will occupy a space designated for public gdatig and remembrance. On the
memorial’s official website, Roustazad’s non-prafibup states: “Our belief is that this
memorial will be an appropriate way to not onlyaggize and honor the sacrifice and
loyalty of each fallen hero, but will also functias a reminder to those of us who enjoy
freedom that we owe a great debt of gratitude gonttany who answered our country’s
call to serve” (Thurman). Thus, Roustazad and tgperters have a clear understanding
that for this memorial to accomplish its purposenust fall in line with what tradition
has already constructed as the proper space fomoomation between the message of
soldierly sacrifice inscribed in a war memorial dhd public.

Conclusion

Like previous American war memorials, Silent Theng a gathering place that
reinforces the magnitude of American soldierly gm&. Relying on the importance of
recognizable ideographs and the emotional visupictlens of soldiers’ faces, it erases
the horror of death in combat, but also displaysfictual truth of the soldiers’ deaths.
Each dead soldier’s identity as ‘an American saldgenever in question, as the deceased
are represented and remembered solely for dyingan There is no question of the
soldierly role in the nation. There is, ultimatebnly the emphasis on the sacrifice of the
soldiers for the public good. But this emphasisetosits meaning amidst the
overwhelmingly negative aspects of a war that leamslered our common ideographs—
“freedom,” “justice,” “democracy’—dysfunctional, tthe point where they have been
used to justify their polar opposites (e.g. wirgiag Americans to protect their freedom,
using torture to prevent violence, imposing ‘goveemt by the people’ on Iragis without
the Iragi people’s consent).

This phenomenon leads us to a number of urgenstigns: Is it possible to
rationalize sacrifice in a war that increasinglypears to have been born from false
pretenses? How do we celebrate the collectivisttive to sacrifice in a war that has
been fought by a “volunteer” army largely compos®dthose from the margins of
American society?How do we commemorate soldierly sacrifice for public good in a

" Currently, a disproportionate percentage of UaRlisrs fighting in Iraq are from lower economiass

backgrounds, a fact that has led Pentagon anatysterry about “a growing divide between the miijta
and much of society.” Increasingly, potential rétrfrom middle- and upper class families have ¢ymp
opted out of military service because they canrdffo (Bowman). As the war in Iraq has draggediton,
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war that has been fought by a military that istalt entirely privatized?How do we
memorialize those who have died in a conflict tleading mainstream politicians have
termed “a waste of American liveS?Responses to these critical questions are all the
more difficult to formulate when we acknowledgetttize Iraq war, secretly devised by
war hawk business managétsyas always meant to benefit a small ruling cfasget, in

has become increasingly unpopular within African-€ican communities; as a result, African-American
enlistment rates have dropped by more than 50 pestece 2000 (White). These and other trends, asch
the American public’s growing and overwhelming déssure with the Bush administration’s handling of
the war (Steinhauser), have made it ever morecdlfffor military recruiters to meet monthly entistnt
guotas. In response to this challenge, the Penthgemvidened its pool of potential enlistment cdatis

to include non-citizens; today more than 20,00@égr-card warriors” from nations around the worlel ar
serving in the U.S. military (Gutierrez and Drasf)e ‘success’ of this program has led some Washing
D.C. think tanks to urge the military to begin ngiting undocumented immigrants living illegally time
United States (Cardenas). This ongoing struggéntist new soldiers has also led the U.S. Armyiitmaa
more high school dropouts and applicants with Iptitade test scores to join the service. In addijtibe
Army has increased the number of “moral waivergivies to applicants who have been convicted of
serious misdemeanor offenses (aggravated assargtaby, robbery, and vehicular homicide) and féedsn
11.7 percent of the Army’s 2006 new recruits posseéprior criminal histories (Alvarez). This laatf
should spark great concern when we consider trentdgepartment of Defense report that claims,
“Women serving in the U.S. military are more likébybe raped by a fellow soldier than killed by erye
fire in Iraq” (Harman).

8 Writing at the end of the Second World War, Kehrgtirke observed, “Perhaps the one public instituti
that is generally spared invidious comparison \pitivate models in the steady propaganda of oursfges
the military. | have never heard it said that wewdtl let out our wars to private contractors, soafthe
recruiting of a fighting force itself is concerndgdough of course we are encouraged to find a ftacte
private contractor at every other stage of equigraad action” (395). Today, these words seem qu@int
December 5, 2006, th&ashington Posteported: “There are about 100,000 governmentaoturs
operating in Irag, not counting subcontractorgtaltthat is approaching the size of the U.S. amitforce
there,” and tenfold “the number of contractors thate deployed during the Persian Gulf War in 1991”
(Merle). The magnitude of these figures is shockimyen to those familiar with the increasing symisios
between the United States military and the corgonatrild—and only reinforces the argument that inaq
has been akin to a private enterprise.

Although the contracting-consulting industry haayeld a major role in the American defense
establishment since World War II, the phenomenanrever been as transparent, intense, and unchecked
as it today. In 1994, in response to recommendsifiimm a task force headed by Vice President Gore,
Congress ratified legislation that severely eabedtiles and oversight of the Pentagon’s use dfactors
(Rearden 186). Between 1994 and 2002, the Depatimfi€refense entered into more than 3,000 contracts
with U.S.-based firms at a cost of $300 billionfimerican taxpayers. The military functions that éav
been outsourced range from the minor (laundry, ferdices, base upkeep) to the critical (security,
military advice, training, logistics support, patig, technological expertise, base constructioisoper
interrogation, intelligence). In Iraq today, mos$tleese tasks are handled by for-profit consultants,
such as DynCorp International, Kellogg, Brown amf and L-3 Communications—historically shady
companies that might hold more concern for ‘thddoutline’ than U.S. strategic interests (Merle and
Singer).
® In March of 2007, Senators and presidential hdpefohn McCain and Barack Obama publicly stated
that the lives of American soldiers had been “wdiste Irag (Nagourney).
191n 2000, American citizens elected the Bush-Cheindet, ushering in a network of right-wing busise
managers who openly promised to divest the statdt ap, and give it away to corporations. In therds
of Grover Norquist, the so-called “Field Marshaltloé Bush Plan,” the administration would work tops
the government of many of its public institutiomgldunctions in order “to get it down to the sizbere
we can drown it in the bathtub” (Dreyfuss). Theasibess managers, fueled by a drive to privatizzew
also the war hawks of the Project for a New Amari€antury (PNAC), a group that publicly champions a
more aggressive approach to United States defpeselig and foreign relations. Three foundations
closely tied to Persian Gulf oil and weapons arfémee industries fund the PNAC. In 1997, members of
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light of the fact that the mask of the collectiwgsinotive to sacrifice has been pulled off
and tossed away, these questiomgst beanswered on the ground of socio-political
American life if we are to restore in our mindsndt the idea of a just war, at least the
notion of a necessary war in which the entire bofdthe nation is called to sacrifice in a
visibly just and fair way.

In conclusion, it appears that the Iraq war haghe very least, broken apart the
traditionally easy equation between the American mamorial and the memory of the
sacrificial soldier. Like the Iraq war—which accordg to Senator John McCain could
last another 100 years—the Silent Thunder MemddelFreedom is open-ended; its
ultimate meaning remains largely unknown. Howeweas do knowthat the Iraq war has
blatantly exposed the inherent contradictions of @magined wartime Athenian
democracy, that illusory scenario in which a cdliestic motive to soldierly sacrifice is
possible.

the PNAC—including Dick Cheney, Donald RumsfelduP&olfowitz, | Lewis Libby, William J.
Bennett, Zalmay Khalizad (President Bush’s ambass@dAfghanistan), and Jeb Bush—released a public
statement that argued four broad points (Statement
- We need to increase defense spending significéntlg are to carry out our global
responsibilities today and modernize our armede®ifor the future.
- We need to strengthen our ties to democratic aliekto challenge regimes hostile to our interests
and values.
- We need to promote the cause of political and eminfreedom abroad.
- We need to accept responsibility for America’s wiigole in preserving and extending an
international order friendly to our security, oungperity, and our principles.
In September 2000, the PNAC released a follow-uqud@nt that further detailed their plan.
Titled Rebuilding America’s Defensethis 90-page document stated, “America’s globatership, and its
role as the guarantor of the current great-powac@grelies upon the safety of the American hontkeltre
preservation of a favorable balance of power irolgar the Middle East and surrounding energy-pratdyci
region, and East Asia; and the general stabilitthefinternational system of nation-states relative
terrorists, organized crime, and other ‘non-statera™ (5). This document, nearly a blueprint diat was
to follow Bush'’s election, argued for a more pergrarAmerican role in Middle East regional secuatd
hinted at war with Iraq: “While the unresolved daté with Iraq provides the immediate justificatidhe
need for a substantial American force presenckdrQulf transcends the issue of the regime of Sadda
Hussein” (14). Dissatisfied with the Clinton Adnstration’s adherence to certain international tesat
(52) and the already lenient rules governing defespending and private contracting, the document
demanded an increase use of U.S. civilian conwackers (34), greater spending on global missile
defenses (presumably to be constructed by privatganies), an American control of space and
cyberspace, and a sweeping transformation of tBe dilitary’s conventional forces into a swifterpra
technology-dependent entity. The PNAC noted thiatrivolutionary transformation of U.S. defense and
foreign policies was “likely to be a long one, atitseome catastrophic and catalyzing event—likeva ne
Pearl Harbor” (51).
™ Evidence pointing towards an economic motive fierwar in Iraq has yet to be conclusively
substantiated. But counterarguments for a publituwadave been rendered weak by the Bush
Administration’s intimate relationships with the RN and the private enterprises that have financiall
benefited from the conflict. On Wednesday March2®)3, just days before the commencement of the
Irag war, Defense Policy Board Chairman RichardeP&as paid to host a conference call with Goldman
Sachs financial clients to discuss “investment opputies arising from the war” (Dowd). Perle’skat
titted “Implications of an Imminent War: Iraq NoWorth Korea Next?"—offered Goldman Sachs
investors “advice on how to cash if war broke outraq and/or North Korea” (Capital Hill Blue).
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