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Multi-Corps-Iraq has decided to get away from the term “insurgent” because of 

its formal definition: a person who revolts against civil authorities or an established 

government. In other words,a rebel but not necessarily a belligerent. He could merely 

be one who acts contrary to the policies and decisions of one’s own political 

party.Indeed,our very nation was founded on the principles of rebellion and it would not 

be out of line to call great men like Alexander Hamilton, Henry Clay, and Paul Revere 

“insurgents.” So, to link what’s going on here in Iraq at the street level to the glorious 

cause of our nation is, in my opinion, a travesty, and frankly, something that turns my 

stomach. 

Bearing that in mind, the term “insurgent” is thus not entirely correct for this 

particular phase or time of the newly reborn Iraqi government. 

Whereas the term “terrorist,” whereby a deranged individual employs a 

systematic use of terror as a means of coercion, is a more appropriate and acceptable 

term to use in our briefings, press releases, and everyday conversation.“Criminal” can 

also be used as a substitute in some cases, by its definition:one who has committed a 

crime against a lawful government. 

So we will no longer dignify these horrible, despicable creatures with the title of 

“insurgent.” I am directing all subordinate staff members to immediately start calling 

them what they are: TERRORISTS. We are, I need not remind you, currently waging the 

Global War on Terrorism.60 

Calling on a variety of words in his email—terrorist, insurgent, rebel, belligerent, criminal—

Gunderson employs formal definition to develop his case for and against various terms to name 
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the “bomb planters” (perhaps itself the most value neutral of the options, as it depicts only the 

individuals’ actions while attributing to them no motives or ancillary connections). Insurgent is 

insufficient because its definition excludes the element of belligerence and thus fails to highlight 

the violent, aggressive nature of the perpetrator’s acts. Further, the word’s suggestion of 

rebellion calls to Gunderson’s mind the American Revolution and the “great men” who 

participated—a connection he finds sickening.61 With the example of “criminal,” Gunderson 

implies that the transitional Iraqi government serves as a “lawful” one (161), a sentiment shared 

by major American print establishments such as the New York Times, the New Republic, and the 

Washington Post, whose stories, according to DiMaggio, “create[d] the impression that the Iraqi 

government [wa]s a sovereign body and a legitimate representative of the Iraqi people.”62 These 

stories bolster the Iraq War as war-of-liberation narrative, and, indeed, within the American 

media establishment “it ha[d] become popular to refer to the self-rule and self-determination of 

Iraq as a guiding principle motivating U.S. foreign policy, particularly after the creation of the 

interim Iraqi government in June 2004 and the democratic election in 2005.”63 

Viewed as a legitimate and lawful body that represents the people of the state of Iraq, the Iraqi 

government is, therefore, one against which “criminals” can perpetrate offenses. 

With Gunderson’s settling on terrorist as the term par excellence, the reader witnesses 

the construction of the war on terror narrative in action. Where other terms (e.g., insurgent, 

rebel) fail, terrorist succeeds because it does not “dignify” the bomb planters but instead casts 

them as insane and irrational (“deranged”) persons who take an organized (“systematic”) 

approach to the use of fear and violence (“use of terror”) in order to intimidate and compel others 

(“means of coercion”) (161).64 Terrorist, in other words, makes the United States’s enemies look 

satisfactorily bad. Use of the term terrorist to refer to the bomb planters of course makes 
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abundant sense given that—as Gunderson says he “need[s] not remind” the recipients of his 

email—the U.S. is “currently waging the Global War on Terrorism” (162). The Global War on 

Terrorism, according to Amy Zalman and Jonathan Clarke, “acted as what, in the language of 

semiotics, is called a ‘floating signifier,’ able to be attached at will to a wide range of actions and 

policies.”65 As Daniel Chandler explains, “An ‘empty’ or ‘floating signifier’ is variously defined 

as a signifier with a vague, highly variable, unspecifiable, or nonexistent signified. Such 

signifiers mean different things to different people: they may stand for many or even any 

signifieds; they may mean whatever their interpreters want them to mean.”66 As a result of the 

variability of the Global War on Terrorism’s signification in official and public discourse, say 

Zalman and Clarke, “the al-Qaeda perpetrators of September 11 and Saddam Hussein were 

organized into seamless and coherent chapters in the same account. The war on terror narrative 

led directly to the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, to the establishment of an archipelago of 

detention camps, and to a vast expansion of surveillance systems inside the United States.”67 In 

his email, Gunderson employs the “Global War on Terrorism” without any pomp or 

circumstance—without any explanation whatsoever. He takes it for granted that his recipients 

share his interpretation of the term (whatever that may be), an assumption that leaves unclear 

what, precisely, Gunderson’s interpretation includes and excludes. In using this term, Gunderson 

seems to intend everything and nothing all at once, a strategy that brings into sharp relief the fact 

that he is constructing a story of the Iraq War as he goes along and taking his readers (both of the 

email and the novel) right along with him.  

 As the highest ranking officer involved in the debate over bomb planters, insurgents, and 

so on, Brigadier General Gunderson wins the day: he decrees terrorist the new law of the 

military’s public affairs land and it becomes so. Indeed, as Entman notes, “the frame in a news 
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text is really the imprint of power—it registers the identity of actors or interests that competed to 

dominate the text,” and, in this case, Gunderson dominates.68 But, although those in positions of 

power intend for the shift to happen behind closed doors—on the computer screens and within 

the inboxes of a handful of members of the U.S. Army—the email format within the novel makes 

the invisible visible. This form lays bare the complex linguistic and political maneuvering 

involved with topics such as (in)appropriate word choice, topics about which those in power 

would prefer the average person did not think.  

 

Revision Makes Perfect: Genre-switching, Constructing Death, and the Quest for a Better 

Story 

 

In Fobbit the Iraq War never simply happens; rather, members of the PA team carefully 

craft and shape versions of the war’s events and then, ultimately, release them to the world in the 

form of press releases. This situation comes as little surprise given that, around the world, media 

systems dominate national political systems, foreign policy affairs, and international relations, 

such that “images of what is happening in the world are given greater significance than what is 

really happening.”69 Though the Fobbit PA team traffics in words rather than images, the 

sentiment nevertheless holds true: in the pages of Abrams’s novel, the linguistically constructed 

version of an occurrence carries more weight than the occurrence itself. Gooding, Harkleroad, 

and minor public affairs characters such as chief of staff Colonel Belcher and Major Filipovich 

work in earnest to turn the sometimes gruesome, sometimes banal, sometimes politically 

incorrect happenings of the Iraq War into stories that encourage the American public to take 

pride in its nation’s military and in U.S. involvement in the war. Such endeavors, however, often 

require no small amount of effort on the parts of the authors: as White says of the writing of 

history, “The events are made into a story by the suppression or subordination of them and the 
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highlighting of others, by characterization, motific repetition, variation of tone and point of view, 

alternative descriptive strategies, and the like—in short all of the techniques that we would 

normally expect to find in the emplotment of a novel or a play.”70 To put it another way, the 

public affairs staff undertakes quite a task in the course of (re)writing history in the form of a six-

sentence press release. Moreover, through the press release genre, Abrams’ text gestures toward 

the ways in which the Vietnam War laid the discursive groundwork for the Iraq War.  

The demise of Staff Sergeant Harding, an American soldier on patrol, offers a telling 

example of the complex nature—and linguistic manipulation—of death. Though “at the start of 

his deployment” Gooding had “been a death virgin,” five months into his tour, “[d]eath was just 

one of the commodities he traded on a daily basis” (9), but, like so much else in the world of 

public affairs in Iraq, death is far from simple. SSG Harding’s death figures importantly in 

Fobbit’s first chapter, gaining representation through third-person narration, dialogue, and a 

Significant Action report. Each of these genres reveals important aspects of the novel’s narrative 

construction of death and urges reconsideration of a concept that might normally be taken for 

granted with regard to the story of war. Moreover, parallels between the military language used 

to describe death in Iraq and in Vietnam underscores a continuing legacy of white-washing 

difficult concepts. 

Far from telling a narrative of heroic sacrifice or bravery, Gooding’s third-person 

narration relates death as an unremarkable byproduct of the Iraq War, describing Harding’s 

demise in rather pitiless terms. The novel first mentions the death in passing, and rather 

callously, in third-person narration from Gooding’s point of view in the opening chapter:  

On the day a soldier was roasted in the fire of an IED in al-Karkh and then, in a 

separate attack, a suicide bomber rammed into the back of an Abrams tank, Gooding’s 
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deployment clock was at 183 days with another 182 days to go (plus or minus 60 days, 

depending on extension orders, which would come from the Pentagon at any minute…). 

Halfway there. The tipping point. The downhill slide. (3)  

Though Harding’s death begins the sentence and indeed the entire paragraph, the death appears 

in a prepositional phrase that indicates a temporal moment to situate the sentence’s main subject 

matter, which is Gooding’s time spent and remaining in Iraq. The death of SSG Harding serves 

as introductory material, as a tangential detail to the sentence’s primary content. Moreover, 

Harding’s death shares the introductory spotlight with another incident, thereby further 

undermining the death’s importance. Neither hero nor martyr, the staff sergeant—as cast by 

Gooding—dies a rather gruesome death with no fanfare whatsoever.  

Soon after this initial mention of SSG Harding’s demise, the novel describes the al-Karkh 

incident at length in a Significant Action (Sig Act) report that attempts to sanitize the fact of 

death. Sent to Casualty Section via email, Sig Act reports arrive “in capital letters, shouting in 

military jargon”: 

SOLDIER ON MOUNTED PATROL TRAVELING IN VI- 

CINITY OF AL-KARKH WATER TREATMENT PLANT 

FLAGGED DOWN BY IRAQI CITIZEN CLAIMING AN 

IED 200 METERS AHEAD. SSG HARDING AND TWO 

OTHER MEMBERS OF THE PATROL DISMOUNTED 

M1114 TO SEARCH FOR IED EVIDENCE. TWO 

ADDITIONAL SOLDIERS SEARCHED ADJACENT 

FIELDS FOR WIRES, BAGS OF GARBAGE, ANIMAL 

CORPSES, ETC. INDICATING LOCATION OF IED. 
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SSG HARDING ALSO WALKED FORWARD, BUT 

REMAINED ON THE ROAD. IED WAS ONLY 30 

METERS AHEAD OF SOLDIERS. AS TEAM MOVED 

FORWARD, IED EXPLODED. CAUSING IMMEDI- 

ATE AMPUTATION OF SSG HARDING’S FOUR 

LIMBS. FRAGMENTS OF IED ALSO PENETRATED 

SSG HARDING’S HELMET, RESULTING IN MAS- 

SIVE HEAD INJURY AND SUBSEQUENT DEATH. 

UNIT CONDUCTED IMMEDIATE CORDON AND 

SEARCH FOLLOWING THE ATTACK TO FIND RE- 

SPONSIBLE PARTY OR PARTIES AND DETAINED 

FOR FURTHER QUESTIONING ONE POSSIBLE 

WITNESS, THE INDIVIDUAL WHO ORIGINALLY 

WARNED THEM ABOUT THE IED. (6) 

Rather than employing a simple and direct statement such as “Harding was blown apart and 

killed by an IED,” the Sig Act utilizes sanitized phrasings that attempt to cloak the goriness of 

war. With its use of “that clinical, euphemistic language the military prefers to simple English,” 

the Sig Act report echoes the official casualty reports described by Philip Caputo in “The Officer 

in Charge of the Dead,” the second part of his Vietnam War memoir A Rumor of War (1977).71 

Reassigned from his Marine brigade in the field to the rear echelon as an assistant adjutant in 

charge of documenting casualties, Lieutenant Caputo notes, “If, say, a marine had been shot 

through the guts, I could not write ‘shot through the guts,’ or ‘shot through the stomach’; no, I 
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had to say ‘GSW’ (gunshot wound) ‘through and through, abdomen.’”72 Of the virtually 

indescribable damage done to some marines bodies, he writes,  

[s]ometime that year, Lieutenant Colonel Meyers, one of the regiment’s battalion 

commanders, stepped on a booby-trapped 155-mm shell. They did not find enough of 

him to fill a willy-peter bag, a waterproof sack a little larger than a shopping bag. In 

effect, Colonel Meyers had been disintegrated, but the official report read something like 

“traumatic amputation, both feet; traumatic amputation, both legs and arms; multiple 

lacerations to abdomen; through-and-through fragment wounds, head and chest.” Then 

came the notation “killed in action.”73 

Like the Sig Act from Iraq, the Vietnam-era casualty report lists every type of damage the booby 

trap enacted upon the colonel’s body in euphemistic as opposed to straightforward language. 

“Foregrounding the role of abstract language in couching the truth of death within a framework 

acceptable to American myth, Caputo hones in on how the Corps narrated KIAs, or those killed-

in-action, or WIAs, or those wounded in action,” explains Ty Hawkins. “At the heart of Caputo’s 

work here,” Hawkins continues, “is an effort to render visible the evil attendant to systematic 

killing, which is obscured by both the euphemisms with which the military softens the fact of 

death, as well as the warrior-hero ideal itself, insofar as it mystifies the soldier’s role as an agent-

victim of death.”74 These discursive techniques carry over into the Iraq War where, as Abrams’s 

novel shows, the military attempts to use language as a tool to distance human bodies from the 

fact of their own death. This is perhaps even more successful in Iraq than in Vietnam, because 

where Caputo is traumatized by his experience and plagued by nightmares about it, Gooding 

manages to avoid a physical confrontation with the results of war and thus remains, in 

comparison, relatively unscathed. 
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Fobbit’s opening chapter draws attention to the malleability of the concept of death. 

Gooding interacts with Private First Class Semple and Private First Class Anderson, minor 

characters who “worked in the division’s G-1 Casualty Section and were in charge of 

cataloguing the dead. They sat at their desks in headquarters and waited for e-mails to pop into 

their in-boxes, announcing the serious injury or death of another soldier who’d been scythed by 

the Grim Reaper while out on patrol” (5–6). Gooding, having finished the press release 

announcing Harding’s death, comes to Semple and Anderson to determine if they have received 

confirmation of the staff sergeant’s death. When Gooding learns that the palace’s internet server 

is down and that the doctor’s email therefore cannot get through to Casualty, he frustratedly 

proclaims, 

  “CNN just announced this guy’s death and they have footage of a body wearing a  

U.S. uniform being hauled from the blast site on a stretcher.” 

“You know the drill, Sar’nt,” Semple said. “He ain’t dead until we get the e-mail 

from the docs at Camp Bucca saying he’s dead.” 

“And you can’t pick up the phone and call.” 

“C’mon, Sar’nt. You know it has to be official and in writing. We can’t go vocal 

on casualty confirmation.” 

  …“So,” Gooding said, “even though you know he’s dead and I know he’s dead  

and by now his momma probably knows he’s dead, the dude’s not really dead, is that  

what you’re telling me?” 

Semple leveled a flat gaze at Gooding and clicked his equally dead in-box. “He 

ain’t officially dead yet.” 

  “What about unofficially?” 
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 “Unofficially, yeah. He’s road meat. But if anyone asks, you didn’t hear it from 

me.” (13–14). 

In this exchange of dialogue, death—the ultimate end of war—enters the Derridean realm of 

language: “there is nothing outside of the text,” or, as Derrida later clarifies, “there is nothing 

outside of context.”75 The soldier has stopped breathing, his heart no longer beats, and his brain 

function has ceased (on top of this, all of his limbs have been amputated); for those in the 

medical community as well as the average layperson, these qualities signify the loss of the 

soldier’s life. In other words, in the everyday world, the soldier is dead. For the purposes of the 

narrative that the military plans to release to the media, however, the signifier dead has become a 

function of documentation. Death, in the official military-media context, has only taken place 

once someone working in a certain profession (a doctor) verifies in a specific way (via written 

communication) that it has, in fact, occurred.76 For the purposes of the military’s categorizing 

and documenting efforts, then, the soldier on CNN presumably exists in some strange sort of 

limbo, neither alive nor dead—he is, rather, a topic better not discussed at this moment. To be 

sure, erroneous reports of deaths by the military cause no small amount of suffering to service 

members’ families and friends; even so, Fobbit’s use of dialogue, and particularly Gooding and 

Semple’s back-and-forthing about “official” and “unofficial” deadness, highlights the absurdity 

that inheres in the military’s attempt to lay claim to a concept so seemingly obvious to most 

people. If, in the lexicon of the Iraq War, deadness has become a matter not of breath and a 

beating heart but rather a function of how it is documented and by whom, then conventionally 

agreed upon meaning takes a back seat to military bureaucracy and policy-making. Indeed, the 

obsessiveness of the military’s modes of operation appears to have usurped the integrity of 

standard, everyday communication. 
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One of the key modes of conveying death in the novel is the official military press 

release, a concise yet telling document. Typically six-lines in length, the press release aims to 

convey information of operational and public relations import (e.g., news of an IED explosion or 

the bravery of American soldiers) in a way that appears to be both based in fact and flattering to 

the U.S. military effort in Iraq. Although “to the majors, lieutenant colonels, colonels, and 

generals running around division headquarters in a constant state of ass-pucker, the press release 

was just as important as an edict from the pope,” Gooding thinks the press release is “just 

another useless, redundant scrap of information in the reporters’ email in-boxes [that] eight times 

out of ten would be deleted without being read” (61, 60–61). Fobbit lays on the satire thickly in 

the description of the hoops and hurdles a press release must go through in order to see the world 

beyond the palace: written by Staff Sergeant Gooding with oversight (closely resembling 

scrutiny that sometimes slides into meddling) from Lieutenant Colonel Harkleroad, the press 

release gains the feedback of “several other staff officers—Intelligence and Security, Plans and 

Operations, staff judge advocate, provost marshal, sometimes even the chaplain g[ets] a say-so,” 

before going to the chief of staff and, pending his approval, finally making its way to the 

commanding general. Unsurprisingly, “contradictory editing” is not uncommon, given the 

various hands and personalities through which the press release passes on its way out the door 

(61). The comic exaggeration here, as elsewhere, highlights the military’s tendency to focus with 

great intensity on minutiae while matters of great import remain unresolved, such as the United 

States’ loss of nearly nine billion dollars in Iraqi funds in January 2005 and the repeated failures 

of the U.S. military to meet recruitment targets.77  

Fobbit uses the press release to manifest the manipulation of the war narrative by the 

American military. According to Geert Jacobs, “[W]hat makes press releases unique…is that 
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their only raison d’etre is to be retold: …they are meant to be ‘continued’ as accurately as 

possible, preferably even verbatim, in news reporting. Indeed, it could be argued that press 

releases just do not exist unless they are also, in some way or another, ‘picked up’ by 

journalists.”78 After a suicide bombing in the al-Karkh district of Baghdad, Harkleroad, who 

learns from headquarters that “‘MOI [the Iraqi Ministry of the Interior] is taking no action on this 

one,’” insists that he and Gooding “‘produce something about the attack and get it out there for 

the rest of the media’’” (73).79 For the lieutenant colonel, and no doubt for his superiors as well, 

this press release serves as a singular opportunity for the Army to tell its version of the al-Karkh 

story—a version the Army intends to be taken up and repeated by the various major media 

outlets. The al-Karkh press release, however, only begins to take shape after the text first relates 

the incident in the third-person point of view from Gooding’s perspective; the event then gains 

further representation through dialogue, as Harkleroad and Gooding debate what should and 

should not be included in the release. These shifts in genre, paired with the continual rewriting of 

the press release—it goes through seven versions, a through g, of which the reader sees four in 

their entirety—demonstrate how “the war is edited for America.”80  

The event comes to light while Gooding is “in the midst of dealing with the assassination 

of the failed bomber who may or may not be from Switzerland”; Gooding then hears 

of the IED in al-Karkh and the probability of high U.S. casualties. As it turned out, only  

one U.S. soldier was killed—a hot chunk of scrap iron finding that two-inch sweet spot  

between the helmet and the collar of the flak vest and ripping away half of the kid’s neck,  

causing him to stumble and trip into a puddle of ignited gasoline. Three others had been  

wounded with the usual assortment of burns, partial amputations, and concussions.  

(59) 
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Rendered in the third person, the situation comes across in rather frank and somewhat graphic 

terms (e.g., “ripping away half of the kid’s neck”). By the time Gooding and Harkleroad perfect 

the final press release, however, they have written the stark goriness out of the original account; 

in fact, the American soldier’s death serves as a sanitized afterthought. In the final release, the 

focus shifts to the (supposedly) excellent job done by the American-trained Iraqi military, whom 

Gooding does not even mention in his initial third-person depiction, and the war on terror, war of 

“us vs. them,” and “war of liberation” narratives move to the fore.  

After receiving the Sig Act report about the al-Karkh incident, Gooding begins with an 

“already written press release template he used whenever a division soldier died, which lately 

was at least twice a day” (65). He finishes the document quickly and hands it over to Harkleroad: 

 FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE    June 6, 2005 

 RELEASE 20050606-04a 

 Soldier killed in al-Karkh suicide car bomb blast 

 BAGHDAD — A Task Force Baghdad soldier was killed when a suicide  

car bomber detonated his payload in an al-Karkh neighborhood around 

11 a.m. on June 6. 

 Three Iraqi bystanders were also killed in the blast, which ripped through 

a shopping district, destroying a tea shop and fruit seller’s stall. 

 The soldier’s unit was assisting Iraqi security forces on a patrol of the 

area when it came under attack from terrorists. The soldier was evacuated 

to the 86th Combat Support Hospital where he later died of his injuries. 

 The name of the soldier is being held pending notification of next of 

kin. The incident is under investigation. (65–66) 
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Aside from a few stylistic flourishes reminiscent of Gooding’s journal entries (e.g., the phrase 

“detonated his payload” and the verb “ripped”), the press release offers a basic and 

straightforward depiction of the soldier’s death, including standard information about 

notification of next of kin and investigation of the incident. Harkleroad, however, finds the press 

release unsatisfying, and a revealing exchange of dialogue between the two PA staff members, 

illustrates how the military’s public relations motives influence the resulting war narrative. After 

reading the initial release, Harkleroad says, 

  “Hm. Okay. Uh. Do we know for a fact it was a suicide car bomber?” 

  “It was on the Sig Act, sir?”81 

  “But not confirmed by anyone on the ground?” 

  “No, not that I’m aware, sir. I don’t think any of our men actually saw a crazed,  

wild-eyed terrorist sitting behind the steering wheel, if that’s what you mean.” 

…“Okay then,” Harkleroad said. “Let’s take out ‘when a suicide car bomber 

detonated his payload’ and replace it with ‘when a car bomb exploded.’ Make that 

change, then print it out for me to see.” 

  [Gooding makes the requested changes]… 

“Hm. Okay. Uh-oh. Look, you’ve got ‘suicide’ in the headline.” 

  “Aw, shit.” 

  “That’s okay because I’ve got another change. Let’s take out the part about the  

shopping district and the fruit and tea. It tends toward humanization of the Local 

Nationals—you know, it blurs the line of our neutrality here. Looks like we’re 

sensationalizing the deaths of these three poor Iraqis.” 

  …“On second thought…” 
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  “Yes, sir?” 

  “Let’s take out all reference to the dead Iraqis. We’ll let the Ministry of the  

Interior make that announcement. Besides, I’m a little reluctant to play up the fact that 

only one of our guys was killed, versus three on the home team. Collateral deaths are 

always a tricky thing, Sergeant Gooding.” 

  “Yes, sir, they are.” 

  …“It sort of plays into the ‘if you weren’t here, this never would have happened’  

mentality,” Harkleroad said. “Let’s not draw attention to the Local National deaths if we  

don’t have to.” 

 [Gooding makes additional changes]… 

  …“Hm. Okay. But…ehhh…I don’t know. I think we need to put the reference to  

multinational forces after the Iraqi security forces. Right now it looks like we’re trying to  

hog the spotlight from our Iraqi friends.” 

  “Ooo-kay, sir.” 

  …“What do you think about calling the ISF heroic?” (66–68) 

The press release’s diction, structure, and both inclusion and exclusion of information all come 

under fire from Harkleroad, who, in telling the story of the al-Karkh attack, prioritizes the 

Army’s image over any allegiance to so-called fact or the need to relay information in a timely 

manner.  

As opposed to outright fabrications, several of Harkleroad’s suggested changes are lies 

by omission. He excludes, for example, the death of three Iraqi bystanders (Local Nationals), the 

inclusion of which would cast the U.S. military in an unflattering light, in the eyes of both the 
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Iraqi populace and the American people. Discussing the applicability of just war theory to 

contemporary conflicts such as the Iraq War, Iraqi-born philosopher Bassam Romaya asserts, 

  Any consideration of new wars must demand an increased moral awareness of the  

human toll on civilians in war, who are continually displaced, injured, maimed,  

disfigured, or easily killed in new wars. Since new wars generate much higher casualty  

rates for civilian populations than for military personnel, a credible assessment of the  

moral dimensions of new wars must account for the distressing problem of risk transfer,  

introduced by new-war environments that have continually worked to shift the risk of  

injury and death to civilians while rendering traditional combatants virtually immune  

from war violence and, at times, war death.82 

Recognizing the “tricky” nature of collateral civilian deaths (67), Harkleroad attempts to sidestep 

any assessment of what Romaya refers to as the “moral dimensions” of contemporary war by 

eliminating discussion of these deaths altogether. Although not “immune” to the results of the 

suicide bombing, the American forces suffer death in a 1:3 ratio compared to the Iraqi civilians; 

this proportion highlights just how much Iraq stands to lose in the face of the United States’ so-

called magnanimous military intervention. In another sleight of hand, Harkleroad attempts to 

diffuse the seriousness of the offense. A “suicide car bomber [who] detonated his payload” 

possesses much more agency and power than does a “‘car bomb’” that appears to have 

“‘exploded’” almost by happenstance, and, by utilizing the latter phraseology, Harkleroad 

undermines some of that power (65, 66). While much of the lieutenant colonel’s linguistic 

wrangling walks the fine line of lying, his use of the word heroic to describe the Iraqi forces 

leans pretty heavily toward overt deception. Though the reader lacks access to the Sig Act report 

describing the incident, Gooding’s third-person description altogether excludes mention of the 
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Iraqi forces and his original press release describes them only as “on a patrol” (66). In this 

instance Harkleroad appears to be inventing things, casting the ISF in a positive light, ultimately, 

because he desires and has the ability to do so. Here, narrative, and specifically war narrative, is 

revealed as an instrument of the powerful. 

The power that adheres to the maker of narratives becomes quite clear as Fobbit again 

shifts genres and renders the outcome of Harkleroad and Gooding’s dialogue in the form of a 

revised press release: 

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE    June 6, 2005 

 RELEASE 20050606-04e 

 Iraqi Security Forces attacked in al-Karkh 

 BAGHDAD — Heroic Iraqi security forces with minimal assistance from  

 Task Force Baghdad soldiers, were patrolling al-Karkh around 11 a.m. on 

 June 6 when they came under attack from terrorists. 

  One U.S. soldier was killed when a car bomb exploded in the 

 neighborhood. 

  The soldier was evacuated to the 86th Combat Support Hospital where 

 he later died of his injuries. 

  The name of the soldier is being held pending notification of next of 

 kin. The incident is under investigation. (69) 

With press release e, the conversation becomes entextualized, which Joseph Sung-Yul Park and 

Mary Bucholtz describe as “the process by which circulable texts are produced by extracting 

discourse from its original context”83 (discourse, here, refers to speech or spoken language). 

Richard Bauman and Charles L. Briggs write of entextualization, “In simple terms, though it is 
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far from simple, it is the process of rendering discourse extractable, of making a stretch of 

linguistic production into a unit—a text—that can be lifted out of its interactional setting. A text, 

then, from this vantage point, is discourse rendered decontextualizable.”84 When Harkleroad’s 

verbal directives to Gooding are manifested in written form via the revised press release85—a 

document that, at its very core, is intended to be circulated and reproduced—the original 

discourse has been extracted from its initial setting and made into a text, and a very powerful one 

at that, for, as Park and Bucholtz assert, entextualization is a “central mechanism for the 

authorization and legitimation of institutions”—it “is a fundamental process of power and 

authority.”86 The power of the entextualized dialogue in the form of press release e inheres in the 

fact of its existence outside the initial context in which Harkleroad shaped and altered press 

release a’s ideas and language: his motives for excluding the tea shop and fruit stall, for instance, 

or for mentioning the Iraqi soldiers before the American soldiers remain hidden—and therefore 

nonexistent—to the press release’s imaginary readers. The resulting text of the press release 

bears the stamp and authority of the highly powerful U.S. Army and reveals none of the traces of 

its authors’ motives, biases, etc. Harkleroad the narrative-maker disappears into an unseen and 

unconceived-of background; the authority for the entextualized product belongs to the institution, 

to the Army itself. 

Although the chief of staff approves version e, CNN runs a report about the attack before 

the PA team issues its release, and Harkleroad insists he and Gooding “start over with a new 

angle” (71). The final release, version g, which includes “flourishes” from Gooding and what 

Harkleroad characterizes as “‘a few adjectives here and there,’” stands in sharp contrast to the 

initial third-person narration (72, 73): 
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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE    June 6, 2005 

 RELEASE 20050606-04g 

 Brave Iraqi Security Forces repel heinous al-Karkh attack 

 BAGHDAD —Dozens of brave Iraqi security forces put months of  

 coalition-backed training to the test today as they responded with lightning- 

 like speed and efficiency to an unwarranted terrorist attack in an al-Karkh 

 neighborhood around 11 a.m. 

  Iraqi police and Baghdad emergency response teams were first on the  

 scene after an explosion went off near an Iraqi Army patrol combing houses 

 in the area and looking for caches of weapons and insurgent propaganda  

 material in an ongoing effort to defeat the enemies of democracy in the 

 region. The daring Iraqi security forces immediately cordoned off the area to 

 ensure no Iraqi citizens were killed or injured by potential subsequent blasts. 

  One U.S. soldier was killed in the attack. The name of the soldier is being 

 held pending notification of next of kin. The incident is under investigation. (74) 

This press release reduces the American soldier, whose death accounts for roughly two-thirds of 

the original third-person depiction, to two stock sentences in the final paragraph, or less than 

one-sixth of the document’s length. While Harkleroad spices up the prose of the other two 

paragraphs with more than half a dozen adjectives, he attributes none to the dead soldier.87 The 

title and each of the first three sentences (two of which run more than thirty-five words in length) 

emphasize the Iraqi forces, who serve as the subjects of the sentences and are characterized as 

courageous and competent. In the final version, Harkleroad goes a step beyond lying by 
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omission; not only does he exclude mention of the three Local Nationals killed by the IED’s 

explosion, but he also adds in a sentence about the Iraqi forces’ efforts to ensure that no 

secondary explosions kill or injure Iraqi citizens, a move that encourages the notion that no harm 

has come to any bystanders when, in fact, three died in the initial attack. 

Despite the small size of the final press release, three dominant official-media narratives 

emerge in its first three sentences, underscoring the crucial role and power of framing within 

media contexts.88 The first sentence immediately establishes the war on terror narrative, calling 

the event an “unwarranted terrorist attack.” The narrative of the Iraq War as a war of us vs. them 

also emerges at the outset with mention of “coalition-backed training,” which attempts to 

broaden the “us” beyond a purely American group while eliding the fact that most of the 

members of the so-called “coalition of the willing” who supported the invasion of Iraq did so 

without lending military support and in return for foreign aid.89 The phrase “insurgent 

propaganda” calls to mind a “them” actively opposing everything “we” believe in, and “an 

ongoing effort to defeat the enemies of democracy in the region” implies a tyrannical enemy-

other who hates political freedom, which is, the narrative implies, the American birth-right. This 

reference to democracy likewise bolsters the war of liberation narrative, as it supports the notion 

that the American military has come to Iraq in order to free the country’s people from an 

oppressive ruler and guide the nation into the glories of democratic government. That the 

morning’s actions occurred with “lightning-like speed and efficiency” further strengthens the 

mission of the United States in helping the Iraqis: the U.S. efforts obviously have the support of 

the Iraqi security forces and are paying dividends, as the morning’s events demonstrate that Iraqi 

forces are up to the task before them. In a matter of three sentences, press release g turns the 

story of a suicide car bomb and the death of four individuals on its head, framing the incident so 
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that minimum damage occurs to the American military—both literally and figuratively—and the 

Iraqis come out not dead but shining.  

In manipulating the press release to advance highly positive official narratives of the war, 

Fobbit continues a trend begun in Vietnam with military press briefings, known by journalists as 

the Five O’Clock Follies. In Dispatches (1977), Michael Herr, who spent eighteen months from 

1967–69 in-country as a correspondent for Esquire, describes these daily briefings as “an 

Orwellian grope through the day’s events as seen by the Mission.”90 With regard to the months-

long siege of Marines at Khe Sanh, for example, American officers described “heavy casualties” 

as “light,” “routs and ambushes” conducted by the Vietnamese as “temporary tactical ploys,” and 

cold, rainy weather “as good or even excellent.”91 Because Herr (like numerous other reporters) 

frequently went into the field and passed time with grunts, he recognized the disjunction between 

the war as experienced by the men on the ground and as represented by American commanders. 

All manner of information about the war got distorted, including enemy body counts and the 

number of American casualties,92 as the military relied on these official briefings to construct for 

the American public a particular view of a war that was not proceeding well. As Abrams’s novel 

demonstrates, a similar approach informed U.S. information policy in Iraq, where public affairs 

officers take nearly any liberty with the objective, material conditions of a given event en route 

to shaping a military friendly story.  

Fobbit’s genre play encourages a closer look at the dominant narratives of the Iraq War 

that have proliferated throughout American culture, for when glimmers of the war against terror, 

us vs. them, and the war of liberation appear in the final press release, they are a far cry from a 

soldier who stumbles into ignited gasoline after flak from an exploded IED slices his neck in 

half. Where dumb or bad luck and mean-spiritedness initially triumphed, bravery and the fight 
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for democracy win the day. The novel’s genre-shifting also highlights the malleability of a 

seemingly fixed concept such as death: in the military-media universe, death becomes a function 

of documentation, another aspect (among so many others) of military bureaucracy, an element of 

the story to be fitted in when—and only when—certain rules and regulations are met. Eventually 

Harkleroad finishes the final press release, “finally hit[s] the SEND button,” and declares 

“‘another minor victory for the name of truth and democracy’” (74), but the text hints at all that 

has been lost in the process. 

 

Conclusion 

President Bush’s “Mission Accomplished” speech notwithstanding, the Iraq War hardly 

reads like a success for the American military. In any case, Romaya asserts that “the old-war 

concept of ‘victory’” may have been “effectively dissolved” in contemporary war, 

“especially…in cases where states are engaged with nonstate or nonnation entities, a factor that 

increasingly distinguishes so-called postmodern wars from prior wars.”93 According to Romaya, 

“Unrestrained chaos is a better way to understand new wars” such as those fought by the United 

States in Iraq and Afghanistan: “chaos,” he says, “may be the only victor.”94 But chaos has 

neither a particularly comforting ring to it nor an appealing one; it does not draw voters to the 

polls or push viewers toward their televisions. A war story with chaos defining its narrative 

structure stands little chance of making it past the slush pile. So as bodies continue to pile up 

(American, Iraqi, and otherwise) in the vicinity of Forward Operating Base Triumph, Fobbit’s 

press releases go out of their way to bring order to the Baghdad districts of Mansour and 

Khadhimiya, to the eastern Iraqi province of Diyala, to all those sandy places where the chaos of 

contemporary war reigns. A U.S. military public affairs team sits on-call at Saddam’s former 
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palace, ready and waiting to revise the grim results of bomb blasts and blood baths into 

something more decent and tasteful, something a little more palatable and a little less blunt. 

These press releases obscure the occurrence of death, making for the American public stories 

that shape the war into battles against evil terrorists and missions to help newly freed, 

democracy-loving Iraqis. 

In the end Fobbit highlights that the stories about the Iraq War are, indeed, stories—

narratives that have been constructed by human beings, people with motives and agendas, 

subjectivities and personalities, foibles and so on. The novel stresses that the stories of war the 

U.S. military is most fond of telling, and the ones the press are most fond of sharing, are those in 

which war does not look all that much like itself. Indeed, Abrams’s text makes clear that, while 

these tidier, kinder, and gentler stories of war proliferate throughout American culture, chaos will 

continue to write its messy, disturbing, sometimes nonsensical and incomprehensible stories in 

the lived experiences of U.S. soldiers, Iraqis, and all of the many others caught up in the 

whirlwind of war. 
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CHAPTER 4 

A WHOLE NATION’S WAR, A WHOLE NATION’S INJURY:  

PHIL KLAY’S REDEPLOYMENT 
 

 

      [I]f you require solutions, you will have to look  

beyond these pages. Or read a different book. 

         —Tim O’Brien1 

       

      There’s a kind of emptiness inside me that tells me  

that I’ve still got something coming. It’s not a  

pension that I’m looking for. What I paid out wasn’t  

money; it was part of myself. I want to be paid back  

in kind, in something human.    

    —Anonymous Veteran2 

  

 

Though riddled with the improvised explosive devices (IEDs) and firefights that 

notoriously characterized the Iraq War, the stories of Phil Klay’s National Book Award-winning 

Redeployment (2014) feature only one central character who suffers from the war’s devastating 

physical wounds. In “War Stories,” Jenks, a former Marine Corps engineer, shares his memories 

of the IED blast that left him with lasting pain and destroyed his looks. Despite fifty-four 

surgeries, when he smiles, “[t]he left side of his face is twisted up, the wrinkled skin over the 

cheeks bunched and his thin-lipped slit of a mouth straining toward where his ear should be. The 

right side stays still, but that’s standard for him, given the nerve damage.”3 According to Sarah, 

the woman to whom Jenks tells his story, “‘IEDs cause the signature wounds of this war,’” by 

which she means burns and traumatic brain injuries (TBIs) (“War Stories” 222). No doubt, the 

number of these wounds is staggering: the Department of Defense and the Defense and Veteran’s 

Brain Injury Center estimate that more than 20% of the injuries from the wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan take the form of TBIs,4 and, as of 2006, 368 burn casualties had been recorded in 

Iraq.5 Aside from “War Stories,” however, the majority of the pieces in Klay’s collection of Iraq 

War tales focus on a different sort of injury as the primary result of the conflict. The soldiers, 
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Marines, and veterans in these stories suffer damage that goes largely unseen by those around 

them—damage not to their bodily selves but to their moral selves, what theorists call “moral 

injury.” 

Nearly all of Klay’s dozen stories include at least one character contending with some 

form of moral injury, which, according to Brett Litz et al., occurs as a result of someone 

“perpetrating, failing to prevent, or bearing witness to acts that transgress deeply held moral 

beliefs and expectations.”6 Many of the characters are still-deployed soldiers or Marines, such as 

the narrator of “Ten Kliks South,” who is plagued by the faceless group of insurgents on which 

his unit drops ammunition from miles away, or Timhead in “After Action Report,” who agonizes 

over his killing of an Iraqi teen who was shooting at him and his fellow Marines after an IED 

blast. “Prayer in the Furnace,” another story set in Iraq, chronicles the various moral quandaries 

of a chaplain and the men to whom he ministers, one of whom participated in provoking sniper 

fire that killed his friend, while “OIF” relates the tale of a Marine non-commissioned officer 

(NCO) who cannot forgive himself for the death of his subordinate. Once back in the U.S., 

Klay’s characters hardly fare better. The law student veteran narrator of “Unless It’s a Sucking 

Chest Wound,” for example, cannot forestall tears when talking about the injured children he 

saw in Iraq, and in the title story the narrator returns home haunted by the stray dogs he shot on 

deployment. 

The concept of moral injury offers a particularly productive way for thinking about Iraq 

War narratives such as the stories in Klay’s collection, by refuting the strict dichotomies that 

permeate so much post-9/11 discourse and animate conventional thinking about the war. 

Jonathan Shay sees moral injury beginning in “‘a betrayal of what’s right by someone who holds 

legitimate authority in a high-stakes situation.’”7 Such betrayal may occur “on either a personal 
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or an organizational level”—in the military situation, the betrayal may occur at the level, for 

instance, of immediate command or within the uppermost echelons.8 It may also result from 

one’s own actions. Within Iraq War discourse, the commonly formulated rhetorical binaries of 

hero vs. villain and victim vs. perpetrator, which placed the United States and her agents (e.g., 

soldiers) always in the position of virtue, demanded that individuals fill a strictly black-or-white 

role. Under the theory of moral injury, however, an individual is plagued by the bad deeds s/he 

has done (or the good deeds s/he has failed to do) precisely because s/he possesses some measure 

of decency; good and bad coexist within the same person, who can therefore be neither purely a 

hero/victim nor purely a villain/perpetrator, and is always both. Moral injury therefore challenges 

Iraq War narratives of good vs. evil that rely on simplistic binary categorization. 

 In engaging the problem of moral injury, Redeployment looks beyond individual soldiers, 

however, or even the U.S. military bureaucracy that has committed moral missteps, questioning 

the role and responsibility of the larger society to which the soldier belongs. Critic Sam Sacks, 

though, does not register this argument; he charges the book with “self-involvement,” a label he 

attributes to the growing body of veteran-authored fiction about the recent U.S. wars, including 

Michael Pitre’s Fives and Twenty-Fives, Kevin Powers’s The Yellow Birds, and the stories of the 

Fire and Forget anthology edited by Roy Scranton and Matt Gallagher.9 According to Sacks, 

“[T]he soldier’s consciousness is the field of battle” in contemporary U.S. war fiction, which “is 

in danger of settling into the patterns of complacency that smoothed the path to the Terror Wars 

in the first place.” Sacks laments the attention paid by Klay (and others) to “the singular and the 

personal.” While Redeployment concentrates on “individual” American “soldiers who can’t 

comprehend what they’ve experienced,” however, these so-called “confined viewpoints” of 

American military-affiliated men nevertheless signal a larger rift in American society and serve 
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as a springboard to the collection’s greater project.10 As the stories explore specific, palpable 

moments during the fighting and after—moments when soldiers are scared or hateful or 

ashamed, when American civilians respond to veterans with uncertainty or superficial gratitude, 

and when vets react in anger, grief, or striking numbness—a pervasive sense of disconnection 

surfaces between the American soldier and the nation for which he fought. 

In charting the grave wounds of the Iraq War, Redeployment tells a story defined not only 

by the tension inherent in this disconnection but also by the possibility that inheres in connection. 

“No civilian can assume the moral burdens felt at a gut level by participants in war,” Klay writes 

in an essay for the Brookings Institute, “but all can show an equal commitment to their country, 

an equal assumption of the obligations inherent in citizenship, and an equal bias for action.”11 In 

this commitment—itself a form of connection—Klay’s text finds the opportunity for healing, 

both for the wounded soldier and wounded nation. At the structural level, the collection moves 

continuously between the war and the home front, revealing the impossibility of extricating the 

two experiences from one another and underscoring civilians’ implication in the moral injuries of 

the war. In “OIF,” obsessive military jargon works at first to distance civilian from soldier but 

ultimately draws them together, as empathy and shared cultural experience transcend the brute 

realities of war and offer a path toward healing. A number of the stories employ techniques of 

metafiction to illustrate the mediation of Iraq War discourse and demonstrate the complicity of 

all members of society in perpetuating simplistic and damaging war narratives. Echoes of Tim 

O’Brien’s The Things They Carried resound in the collection’s metafictional meditations on 

truth, signaling reverberations from the Vietnam War and its legacy; at the same time, however, 

differences in the relationships between citizen and soldier in the two collections underscore the 

distinct experiences of the returning soldier and the American societies to which s/he returned. 
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Finally, Redeployment employs secondary characters to undermine the injurious modes of 

Othering and binary thinking that animate so much Iraq War discourse, demonstrating the 

similarities that unite seemingly unreconcilable groups. Ultimately, Redeployment insists that in 

order to heal from war, citizen and soldier must join together to move beyond simplistic 

conceptions of good vs. evil and guilt vs. innocence to tell a painful story of the Iraq War for 

which all Americans share the burden. 

 

The Shape of a Nationwide Injury: Narrative Structure 

Commenting on the even division of war stories and what one interviewer calls 

“aftermath” stories in Redeployment,12 Klay notes, “One of the things that really stands out about 

the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan is the degree of disconnect between the military and civilian 

America. That seems to play out most during the homecoming experience.”13 Indeed, Peter D. 

Feaver, Richard H. Kohn, and Lindsay P. Cohn describe a historical American “concern…that a 

‘gap’ in values or attitudes between people in uniform and civilian society may…become so 

wide that it threatens the effectiveness of the armed forces and civil-military cooperation.”14 

Throughout much of America’s past, this concern often focused on the dangers inherent in 

maintaining a large standing army in peacetime, but differences between the groups also 

emerged during the nation’s various armed conflicts. A number of characteristics specific to the 

contemporary era, however, have contributed to a gaping military/civilian divide far surpassing 

any that existed during the country’s earlier wars or times of peace. 

Perhaps the most obvious reason for this separation is the small percentage of the 

population serving in today’s armed forces.15 As of 2010, less than .05% of the American people 

were on active duty in the U.S. military,16 a number that pales in comparison to the almost 3% of 
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Americans who served during Vietnam and the close to 10% in World War II.17 According to 

James Fallows, “[M]any American families had at least one member in uniform” during “the 

decade after World War II,” whereas in the contemporary era, “the American military is exotic 

territory to most of the American public.”18 Not only did a remarkably small number of 

individuals experience the hardships and ugliness of the Iraq War firsthand, but a similarly small 

number—when compared with previous U.S. wars—of family members, friends, neighbors, etc., 

were significantly impacted by having a loved one deploy and then return home, resulting in a 

considerable disparity of experience between the overwhelming majority of the American 

population and those in or close to military families. 

The lack of a national draft has altered the demographic make-up of the military, and the 

military has also become increasingly isolated from the civilian world. Following the nation’s 

withdrawal from Vietnam in 1973, Selective Service abolished the draft, and the United States 

shifted to an all-volunteer force. In the ensuing decades, the military increasingly came to 

represent what various commentators call—more or less positively—a warrior caste. Post-9/11, 

military service has largely become, in the words of Amy Shafer, daughter of a U.S. Air Force 

pilot, “a family affair”: 80% of new recruits in 2016 report at least one family member (parent, 

sibling, grandparent, aunt/uncle, or cousin) who has served.19 Klay, for example, begins 

Redeployment with the epigraph, “For my mother and father, who had three sons join the 

military in a time of war.” Fallows has shown that America’s “class war” extended to its fighting 

force in Vietnam, which was drawn primarily from the poor and working classes;20 even so, the 

selection of these service members from the rank and file of American communities—and their 

reintegration into these communities after their year overseas—helped to ensure that a larger 

portion of the nation’s overall population shared in the military experience.21 In the current era, 
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by contrast, the military has become increasing isolated from the majority of the U.S. populace. 

Base closings have consolidated more service members into specific geographic areas,22 with 

nearly half of those individuals on active-duty concentrated in California and four southern 

states, and spacious rural settings are vastly preferred to high-population urban centers.23 Calling 

American military bases “the nation’s most exclusive gated communities,” former Army officer 

Phillip Carter and retired Lt. Gen. David Barno describe “a remarkably self-contained world” in 

which military families can grocery shop, go to the doctor, play sports, and more—all without 

ever seeing a civilian. According to these Iraq War veterans, “Roughly a third of military 

families live on bases, with many more living just outside the wire in military enclaves,” figures 

that underscore how insular the U.S. military community has become. Negative consequences 

result for both soldier and civilian: veterans experience “culture shock” when returned to the 

civilian world, while civilians pursue their days with little to no awareness of the service 

members orbiting in the (often very far off) periphery.24 A 2011 PEW study reports that 44% of 

contemporary-era veterans have difficulty reintegrating into society after their time in the 

service, a marked increase from the 25% of veterans who had reintegration difficulties after 

earlier U.S. conflicts.25 Moreover, 84% of post-9/11 veterans believe the public does not 

understand them or the problems they face, and 71% of civilians agree.26 

Finally, the social aspects of the contemporary wartime climate have created a deep 

division and feelings of tension between those who served and those who did not. Earlier U.S. 

wars required various sacrifices of not only the men and women in uniform but also those who 

remained at home. In contrast, as Rick Hampson notes, with the Iraq War, “…Americans don’t 

have to pay higher taxes, burn less gas or eat less sugar….There’s nothing like the air raid drills 

of the Cold War.”27 While service members and their families endure months and often years of 
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hardship, civilians continue their normal lives generally uninterrupted. The tendency of the post-

9/11 soldier to deploy overseas for multiple tours of duty has only intensified the situation. 

During Vietnam, most soldiers served a single, year-long tour and then returned home.28 

According to the Committee on the Assessment of the Readjustment Needs of Military 

Personnel, Veterans, and Their Families, 43% of Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation 

Enduring Freedom soldiers deployed more than once, with 40% of that number deploying three 

times or more.29 Thus the same individuals—the same soldiers, military spouses, military 

children, etc.—experienced the difficulties and privations of war over and over again, while 

around them the country carried on much the same as it would had a war not been raging. 

Between its first and last stories, Redeployment continually shifts between Iraq and the 

U.S., structurally enacting the divisions that perpetuate the war’s raging wounds. Klay engages 

the tension inherent in this division between soldier and citizen, but Redeployment neither 

softens the implications nor resigns itself to the fate of a hopeless divide. Instead Klay uses 

structure not only to explore the rifts and wounds the war has wrought in individuals and 

American society but also to comment on civilians’ complicity in the war. The book begins with 

a homecoming story and then moves to “Frago,” set in Iraq, and “After Action Report,” which 

takes place in and outside of Fallujah; in the next piece, “Bodies,” the present action occurs near 

Las Vegas, while the narrator is on leave. “OIF” takes place in Iraq, as does “Money as a 

Weapons System,” which is set at Camp Taji. Of the remaining half dozen stories, two occur in 

the war zone (“Prayer in the Furnace,” the ninth story, and “Ten Kliks South,” the final story), 

while the others are variously set in a strip club near Camp Lejeune, at Amherst College, and in 

bars in New York City. With this back-and-forth movement, Redeployment refuses a neat 

progression of war-to-homecoming stories or a simple war/home front split that separates the in-
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war stories from the out-of war/after-war stories and would allow for linear sense-making and 

the simple division of one world—the soldier’s—from another—the veteran’s. The collection 

repeatedly insists on the intertwined, inextricable nature of the war and the home front 

experiences, even as it points to the distinctions between soldier/veteran and civilian, whose life 

proceeds largely untouched by the stains of war. Moreover, as the civilian is ever-entangled with 

the soldier, this narrative structure highlights the complicity of the American people in the 

commission of the war. No matter how far removed they are from the daily realities and stresses 

of combat, civilians remain bound up with the soldiers’ experience. 

Increasingly, this experience has come to be dominated by moral injury. According to 

Litz et al, 

the current wars may be creating an additional risk for exposure to morally questionable 

or ethically ambiguous situations. Many service members may mistakenly take the life of 

a civilian they believed to be an insurgent, be directly responsible for the death of enemy 

combatants, unexpectedly see dead bodies or human remains, or see ill/wounded women 

and children who [sic] they are unable to help.30 

While moral injury and the much more frequently discussed Post Traumatic Stress Disorder 

(PTSD) share a number of traits in common, and many active duty and returning soldiers suffer 

from both problems, the two are distinct phenomena. Brett Litz and Shira Manguen characterize 

PTSD as “a mental problem that requires a diagnosis, [whereas] moral injury is a dimensional 

problem.”31 In instances of moral injury, the sufferer’s transgression serves as a central 

component, but this transgression is not required for PTSD, which often occurs as a result of 

harm caused by someone else.32 Like PTSD, moral injury frequently causes avoidance and 

emotional numbing in sufferers, and those enduring moral injury may re-experience the injurious 
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event in the form of intrusive dreams and memories.33 Guilt and shame surface as the 

phenomenon’s most salient features but are typically absent in PTSD. The emotional responses 

of shame and guilt result from the dissonance produced when an individual recognizes that 

his/her (in)action severely deviates from “moral and ethical expectations that are rooted in 

religious or spiritual beliefs, or culture-based, organizational, and group-based rules about 

fairness, the value of life, and so forth.”34 Litz et al assert that shame, as opposed to guilt—which 

is context-specific and may prompt a change in behavior—is the more central and detrimental 

consequence of moral injury.35 Shame “stems from global self-attributions” such as “I am an evil 

terrible person” or “I am unforgivable,”36 and it can infect myriad aspects of the sufferer’s life. 

Although no single “cure” exists, psychologists agree that healing must occur in 

community. When American soldiers return home from war, they face a populace who has 

“‘been at the mall’” and relies on pat expressions of gratitude (e.g., “Thank you for your 

service”) in its interactions with veterans.37 Such expressions may only serve to alienate already 

suffering vets, who view civilians’ responses as insincere and hollow since the war has had little 

to no effect on civilian life. Moreover, Shay asserts that American “society lacks any real 

understanding of what’s needed for purification after battle,” the “rituals,…liturgies…narratives, 

…artworks.” According to Shay, society cannot simply say, “You, Mr. Veteran, you need to 

clean yourself up”; rather “we all need to clean ourselves up after war[,]…we need to purify as a 

community.”38 This understanding of the purification process posits as central the role of the 

civilian, who must actively engage with veterans and soldiers in the processing of and healing 

from war. Nancy Sherman’s notion of civilians bearing a “shared moral responsibility” for the 

costs of war takes Shay’s concept a step further.39 In Sherman’s formulation, civilians must look 

both backward and forward in an effort to accept greater responsibility for their “indirect and 
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direct support” of a war.40 Such a way of viewing war spreads a conflict’s moral burdens across 

all members of a society, rather than placing the entire onus on the individual soldiers/actors and 

decision- and policy-makers/directors who actively participate in the commission of hostilities. 

Within the book’s larger organization, the first and last stories provide a structure that 

signals the moral isolation of the veteran and the need for reincorporating him and his difficult 

experiences into an American culture from which he has been alienated. As Brian Castner notes, 

“…Klay starts with the shooting of dogs and ends the book with the burying of Americans.”41 

Though both grievous experiences in their own way, these deceptively simple bookends serve as 

powerful elements in the book’s project of investigating how U.S. veterans and their society can 

begin the difficult work of repairing the damage wrought by nearly a decade of war. 

Klay’s collection begins with a revelation that immediately presents the veteran 

narrator’s moral injury and situates him outside the bounds of normal Western society and as 

part of a subgroup to which civilians do not have access. The first story, “Redeployment,” opens 

with,  

We shot dogs. Not by accident. We did it on purpose, and we called it Operation 

Scooby. I’m a dog person, so I thought a lot about that. 

First time was instinct. I hear O’Leary go, “Jesus,” and there’s a skinny brown 

dog lapping up blood the same way he’d lap up water from a bowl. It wasn’t American 

blood, but still, there’s that dog, lapping it up. And that’s the last straw, I guess, and then 

it’s open season on dogs. (“Redeployment” 1) 

Despite moral qualms, the narrator and his fellow Marines kill dogs in the Iraqi streets because, 

presumably, they adjudge the dogs’ behavior to be disrespectful to human beings. The action 

weighs heavily on the conscience of the narrator, however, who considers himself to be “a dog 
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person” and has a beloved dog waiting for him at home. Scranton takes issue with the story’s 

opening, claiming that 

 [t]his short, powerful sentence, while factually true, offers readers a comforting moral lie.  

“We shot dogs” is as accurate as “We built schools” or “We brought democracy,” and  

works much the way we seem to want our war literature to function: by foregrounding a  

peripheral detail, it obscures much more significant big-picture realities. By focusing on  

how “We shot dogs,” Klay allows American readers to ignore the unpleasant fact that we  

shot people.42 

Scranton’s statement, like Klay’s sentence, is factually true—the text does not say, “We shot 

people”; but Scranton here gives American readers remarkably little credit, assuming that they 

are reading a piece of contemporary war literature without awareness (indeed, “ignoring”) the 

knowledge that the American military killed Iraqis. Lest there be any confusion or uncertainty 

about such killing, the stories that follow the title story portray American soldiers and Marines 

who kill a number of differently positioned Iraqis, from a thirteen- or fourteen-year-old in a 

Fallujah street (“After Action Report”) to a group of faceless insurgents miles away (“Ten Kliks 

South”) to teens storming out of mosques (“Psychological Operations”). Even within 

“Redeployment” itself, Marines in the narrator’s squad shoot an Iraqi insurgent taking cover in a 

cesspit. Structurally, then, the collection’s opening is significant for its establishment of the 

narrator as engaging in an activity outside the bounds of normally accepted behavior, something 

about which the narrator later feels shame. The “We” in the story’s opening sentence comprises a 

military group that includes the narrator and his fellow Marines. They witness the dogs lapping 

up Iraqi blood, and the burden falls on this group to stop (or not) the dogs from engaging in this 

behavior and also to live with the consequences of their decision. 
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 The story’s ending highlights the narrator’s post-war moral quagmire through behavior 

that reads as an extension of his morally injurious actions in Iraq. The narrator’s dog, Vicar, can 

barely walk or keep from throwing up food, and the narrator knows that someone must put the 

dog down. Standing on a dirt road with his pet, the narrator thinks of the Iraqi man in the cesspit, 

at whom he had been unable to fire, and muses, “Staring at Vicar, it was the same thing. This 

feeling like, something in me is going to break if I do this. And I thought of Cheryl bringing 

Vicar to the vet, of some stranger putting his hands on my dog, and I thought, I have to do this” 

(“Redeployment” 15). The narrator feels that no good option exists, but for him the lesser evil is 

killing the dog himself. He calls on his training and experience to perform the task in the way 

that will cause the dog the least amount of trauma:  

  I focused on Vicar, then on the sights. Vicar disappeared into a gray blur. I  

switched off the safety. There had to be three shots. It’s not just pull the trigger and  

you’re done. Got to do it right. Hammer pair to the body. A final well-aimed shot to the 

head. 

 The first two have to be fired quick, that’s important….  

  If I were to shoot you on either side of your heart, one shot…and then another,  

you’d have two punctured lungs, two sucking chest wounds. Now you’re good and  

fucked. But you’ll still be alive long enough to feel your lungs fill up with blood. 

  If I shoot you there with the shots coming fast, it’s no problem. The ripples tear  

up your heart and lungs and you don’t do the death rattle, you just die. There’s shock, but  

no pain. (15–16) 

The narrator’s previous experience as a Marine doubly prepares him for his actions on the dirt 

road: he intimately understands the weapon, how a body reacts to shots fired, etc., and—an 
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implied understanding—he also knows what it feels like to shoot a domestic animal, indeed, a 

dog. This knowledge both helps him and hurts him, for he is able to end the dog’s life in the least 

painful way possible, but, ultimately, he still kills his dog. 

 In its strategic switch to the second person, the passage also gestures toward the human 

element whose absence in the opening Scranton laments, and it implicates the reader/civilian as 

witness. The narrator turns his attention directly toward the reader, articulating what the 

experience of shooting “you” would be like—the wounds, the pain, the death you would endure. 

This marks a shift from the opening of the story, where Klay employs the second-person pronoun 

to place the reader in the narrator’s position: “At the time, you don’t think about it [shooting the 

dogs]. You’re thinking about who’s in that house, what he’s armed with, how he’s gonna kill 

you, your buddies. You’re going block by block, fighting with rifles good to 550 meters, and 

you’re killing people at five in a concrete box” (“Redeployment” 1). Here, the second-person 

point of view instills in the description at once a sense of immediacy and of on-going action; its 

usage is impersonal, referencing a general “anyone” who might be in this situation. At the story’s 

end, however, the tone shifts to the conditional—“if I were to shoot you”—and the sequence of 

events that unfolds remains purely theoretical. Yet the narrator is a well-trained, experienced 

Marine, and so the passage implies that the sequence of events is not merely theoretical; the 

narrator is not shooting the reader, of course, but he has, at some point or another, likely shot a 

human, and the moral weight of this reality bears heavily in the story’s closing. Further, the 

passage’s invocation of the reader calls attention to the civilian’s complicity in the action; the 

one looking on, witnessing the events, can no more wash his/her hands than the one performing 

them. So, too, with the war watched from a distance. 
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When the story closes, the narrator/Marine remains unconnected and alone, 

unincorporated into the society that sent him to and brought him back from war. He has been 

redeployed to a nation and even a wife who do not understand him, what he has experienced, and 

the emotions with which he daily lives, such as when, for example, his senses go on high alert 

during a routine shopping trip to an American Eagle in Wilmington and he is so amped up that 

he cannot drive home (“Redeployment” 12–13). Now, having shot his dog, the narrator says, “I 

stayed there staring at the sights for a while. Vicar was a blur of gray and black. The light was 

dimming. I couldn’t remember what I was going to do with the body” (16). The narrator stands 

solitary on the road with his deeds—past and present—and his sorrow, as darkness begins to 

come on around him and his beloved dog lies dead before him, no longer recognizable. 

“Redeployment” ends with an image of isolation and confusion—and it is here that 

Redeployment begins. 

As with a number of the home front stories such as “Psychological Operations” and 

“Bodies,” the structure of “Redeployment” mirrors the collection’s larger structure, interweaving 

war and home front in a complex network of emotion, memory, and action that highlights just 

how fully the Iraq experience impinges on the veteran’s life. “Redeployment,” for example, 

begins with the narrator thinking about Iraq, shifts to his trans-Atlantic flight home, moves back 

to Iraq, then to Camp Lejeune in North Carolina, then to the narrator’s home, a mall in 

Wilmington, back to the war, again to the narrator’s home, then to a deserted road near his home, 

once more to the war, and finally again to the deserted road where the narrator shoots his dog. 

The constant shifting produces a sense of unsettledness and dislocation in the narrative that 

manifests in the narrator’s relinquishing of his rifle upon his arrival in the U.S.: “I didn’t know 

where to rest my hands. First I put them in my pockets, then I took them out and crossed my 
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arms, and then I just let them hang, useless, at my sides” (“Redeployment” 6). At the end of the 

story, he finds a use for his hands, one that involves a rifle and his training and experience from 

the Marines. The narrator’s shooting of his dog, much like his nerve-wracking experience 

shopping at the American Eagle with his wife, highlights just how completely his war experience 

intrudes on his postwar life. Unlike the vast majority of American civilians, the narrator lacks the 

luxury of separating the past war from the present-day life in the U.S. 

The collection’s ending provides an avenue for cultural repair, however, as it develops 

images of community in the face of pain. In the closing moments of “Ten Kliks South,” the 

narrator thinks back to two days prior:  

  We all snapped to attention, not knowing why. Sergeant Deetz raised his right  

hand in salute, and so did we. Then I saw, off in the distance, well down the road, four 

Corpsmen coming out of Fallujah Surgical carrying a stretcher draped with the American 

flag. Everything was silent, still. All down the road, Marines and sailors had snapped 

to….Everyone standing on the road as the body went past had been so utterly silent, so 

still. There was no sound or movement except for the slow steps of the Corpsmen and the 

steady progress of the corpse….Then it would have gone by air to TQ. And as it was 

unloaded off the bird, the Marines would have stood silent and still, just as we had in 

Fallujah. And they would have put it on a C-130 to Kuwait. And they would have stood 

silent and still in Kuwait. And they would have stood silent and still in Germany, and 

silent and still at Dover Air Force Base. Everywhere it went, Marines and sailors and 

soldiers and airmen would have stood at attention as it traveled to the family of the fallen, 

where the silence, the stillness, would end. (287–88) 
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The scene depicts Marines coming together in a ritualistic way, and the narrator imagines them 

continuing to do so, over and over again, in order to serve as witness to the passing of a comrade. 

Shay asserts that “recovery happens only in community,” 
43 and, although many of the Marines 

on the road are personally unacquainted with the dead Marine, their coming together creates a 

sort of community for the deceased—and also serves as the first step on the road of healing for 

the gathered men. Indeed, the road motif stands out here for the contrast to its use in the opening 

story; there the narrator stood alone on the road, isolated in the growing darkness, whereas in the 

final story the narrator is surrounded by his comrades in “the early morning light” (“Ten Kliks 

South” 287), indicating a sense of promise and potential. The procession resembles a funerary 

march, with the repetition of “silent” and “still” imparting an elegiac quality to the passage. 

According to Michael Sledge, “The funeral, however simple, helps to dispel the wanton 

randomness of death in battle, and the performance of even simple rites helps the soldiers make 

contact with a reality they have left behind and hope to regain.”44 By observing together in a 

respectful, formal manner their fellow Marine’s passing, these service members begin the long 

journey toward healing and reintegrating into civil society. The story ends on a somber note—

with death—but the final scene nods toward the communal aspect of the military experience and 

the possibility that community offers for healing. 

Though the witnessing by the community of veterans operates as a powerful element in 

both the story’s and the collection’s closing, the strongest force of the ending lies in its final 

image: the fallen soldier being reunited with his family. This final image bridges the 

soldier/civilian divide—albeit in a devastating way—and underscores the importance of ending 

the silence surrounding the war. Sherman insists that healing from the moral injury of 

contemporary war requires that civilians bear a “shared moral responsibility” for the costs of 
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war.45 The collection’s final image not only illustrates the severe cost to the civilian—losing 

completely the beloved family member—but it also depicts a citizenry shocked out of 

complacency. Sherman argues against the silence of civilians, asserting that, “however difficult it 

is to determine the justness of a cause, civilians are often better situated [than those in the 

military] to investigate the cause, and are morally and politically able to protest appropriately,” 

and she urges civilians to engage in open, honest conversation with veterans back from war.46 

Sebastian Junger echoes this sentiment:  

Soldiers face myriad challenges when they return home, but one of the most 

destructive is the sense that their country doesn’t quite realize that it—and not just the 

soldiers—went to war. The country approved, financed and justified war—and sent the 

soldiers to fight it. This is important because it returns the moral burden of war to its 

rightful place: with the entire nation. If a soldier inadvertently kills a civilian in Baghdad, 

we all helped kill that civilian. If a soldier loses his arm in Afghanistan, we all lost 

something.47 

Through the final image that speaks to the crying and mourning of the family for the fallen 

soldier, Klay eschews the silence that has so frequently surrounded those returning from Iraq. 

Taken a step further, in ending the silence, the families of the fallen can lay the groundwork for 

open and engaged discussion about the Iraq War and its consequences, discussion that functions 

as the necessary precursor for healing, both for the soldier and his/her nation. 

  

Talking the Talk: Bridging the Gap in “OIF” 

The seemingly unconventional “OIF,” Redeployment’s fourth and shortest story, stands 

out from the surrounding pieces in the collection both for its brevity and its word choice. Relying 
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heavily on military diction, the narrator describes his time spent conducting basic financial 

management work in the Marines, a position that, originally, he thought meant he “would work 

in an office” but ultimately forced him to “go outside the wire” on “twenty-four missions, some 

with Marine 03s, some with National Guardsmen from 2/136” (“OIF” 73). Eventually the 

narrator’s vehicle gets hit by an IED, and a Marine under the narrator’s charge dies in the blast, 

leaving the narrator wracked with guilt. Sacks claims that the story is “told entirely in acronymic 

military jargon,” through which Klay “underscores how language itself divides civilians from 

soldiers.”48 Indeed, the military is well-known for its jargon-heavy language and acronyms bear 

a notable presence in the piece; however, they account for fewer than 10% of the story’s words.49 

Moreover, these acronyms—along with other military abbreviations and the slang terms that 

accompany them—perform more nuanced work than merely dividing soldiers and civilians and, 

indeed, ultimately connect the two groups. The narrator initially uses military language to 

gesture toward the gulf that exists between the experiences of the soldier-narrator and civilian-

reader and also to shield himself from the judgment of civilians; but the permeability of the 

jargon finally points to the way in which language can bridge the gap that perpetuates the 

isolating state of moral injury. 

The story’s title itself designates the acronym for Operation Iraqi Freedom, the military’s 

code name for what in common parlance is known as the Iraq War or the war in Iraq but has also 

been referred to by a number of other monikers such as the Second Gulf War, the Second Persian 

Gulf War, and the Second Iraq War. As a story title, “OIF” indicates that what follows serves as 

a kind of representative tale for the Iraq War experience, in this case as told from the American 

male Marine point of view. This experience consists of fear, boredom, violence, loss, grief, and 

confusion, all of which is borne out in the three-page story that follows the brief title. The story 
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does not provide the narrator or the character he spends the most time talking about a proper 

name; instead the narrator refers to the character by his military rank, “PFC,” the acronym for 

private first class. Such a reference immediately creates distance between the narrator and PFC 

and highlights PFC’s expendability as merely another cog in the U.S. military machine. He exists 

to perform a role in the pursuit of the military’s aims, and the narrator views him as such. At the 

same time, the acronym’s repetition throughout the story—eleven mentions in just three pages—

eventually renders it more like a nickname. No other character in the story holds the rank of 

private first class and, by the end of the piece, this character becomes singularly recognizable as 

PFC. 

At the start, the story separates the narrator and his readers by virtue of their different 

language. While the text initially looks like an incomprehensible jumble of “alphabet soup,”50 a 

closer reading reveals a more complex and layered reality. More than eighty-five military 

acronyms riddle the three-page story, in addition to a variety of military abbreviations (e.g., 

“08s” and “2/136”) and phrases/slang (e.g., “fair comp” and “left-seat right-seat”) (“OIF” 73). 

The story’s opening lists the only partially comprehensible (from the point of view of the 

civilian) names of individuals/groups involved in and activities conducted as a part of Operation 

Iraqi Freedom: “EOD handled the bombs. SSTP treated the wounds. PRP processed the bodies. 

The 08s fired DCPIM. The MAW provided CAS. The 03s patrolled the MSRs.” Although 

“bombs,” “wounds,” “bodies,” “fired,” and “patrolled” register as familiar elements of a 

contemporary war lexicon, the remainder of the terms defamiliarizes the passage because of the 

words un-interpretability. The narrator then introduces two central characters with “Me and PFC 

handled the money,” followed by a short paragraph detailing the narrator’s duties, complete with 

references to the “ISF,” “CERP,” “ESB,” “03s,” the “FOB, where it’s safe” and “MSRs,” 
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military terminology that likely holds little or no meaning for the typical civilian reader (73). Up 

to this point, the story uses language to build walls between the narrator and readers. 

In spite of, and to some extent by means of, the language barrier, however, “OIF” begins 

to construct a sympathetic narrator through the creation of a shared human understanding. In the 

third paragraph, the narrator reveals personal details that, despite the inclusion of jargon, 

translate easily enough through a shared human language of empathy: 

  I never wanted to leave the FOB. I never wanted to drive the MSRs or roll with  

03s. PFC did. But me, when I got 3400 in boot camp, I thought, Great. I’d work in an 

office, be a POG. Be the POG of POGs and then go to college for business. I didn’t need 

to get some, I needed to get the G.I. Bill. But when I was training at BSTS, they told me, 

You better learn this, 3400s go outside the wire. A few months later, I was strapped up, 

M4 in Condition 1, surrounded by 03s, backpack full of cash, twitchiest guy in Iraq. 

(“OIF” 73) 

Though the majority of acronyms and abbreviations in this paragraph remain unclear in isolation, 

the gist of the narrator’s sentiments comes across clearly: he was frightened and reluctant to 

leave a safe place (the FOB) and, when forced to do so, he became very nervous. The general 

outline of this experience is recognizable not only in a military context but also in any anxiety-

provoking situation. Further, the military jargon of the paragraph begins to gain some shape as a 

consequence of its repetition and context within the paragraph. Initially appearing in the first 

paragraph, MSRs and 03s, while not necessarily clear and comprehensible terms, are at least 

familiar. Recognition of “3400” as the Military Occupational Specialty of a Basic Financial 

Management Marine is unnecessary because the general meaning of POG becomes clear from its 

context: the term’s association with working in an office and the narrator’s submission to being 
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the “POG of all POGs” suggests that this term is not a descriptor of bravery. Moreover, the term 

may already be familiar from its connection with the slang term pogue, which appears in some 

standard dictionaries. Regardless of the exact specifics of the 3400’s duties, the position is 

clearly not the most valiant one available. While the passage does not encourage complete 

understanding of its literal, factual content, it opens the way for shared understanding on the 

emotional level. 

Within a few paragraphs, the jargon begins to create a basic shared vocabulary between 

Marine and civilian, which helps to cement a shared understanding. Acronyms common in 

contemporary American discourse creep into the story as the narrator describes his team’s 

exploits: “We scanned for all different types of IEDS AQI would throw at us” (“OIF” 74), he 

says, and even if Al-Qaeda in Iraq does not become immediately obvious as the referent of AQI, 

the use of IED for improvised explosive device has become common and recognizable, as the 

phrase served as a staple in television news and newspaper reportage about the war. In the same 

paragraph, the narrator mentions IEDs three more times with the terms VBIEDs and SVBIEDs, 

and, although “vehicle-borne” and “suicide vehicle-borne” may not be obvious alterations, 

knowledge of IED’s meaning provides sufficient understanding to make sense of the passage. 

The narrator then references “C4,” an explosive frequently mentioned in popular cop/crime 

television dramas (e.g., N.C.I.S, CSI, Burn Notice), and the “daisy-chained” IEDs that call to 

mind a familiar iconography of childhood bracelets. While the Marines’ activities remain heavily 

jargonized, the danger of their world begins to bleed through in a comprehensible way as the 

narrator’s language takes on the buzz words and idioms of popular culture. 

Moreover, discerning the exact meaning of every term could hardly be further from the 

point. Whether or not the reader understands that the “NAM with a V” that the narrator is 
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eventually awarded stands for the Navy and Marine Corps Achievement Medal with a distinction 

for Valor, the intended meaning and implication of the award are clear from his response: “But 

give me a NAM with a V, give me the Medal of Honor, it doesn’t change that I’m still breathing. 

And when people ask what the NAM is for, I say it’s so I don’t feel bad that I was too slow for 

PFC.” The narrator views the award as consolation for his failure to save PFC when their 

HMMWV hit an IED and then caught fire. The award’s placement alongside the Medal of 

Honor—an accolade, again, commonly referenced in popular culture—indicates the NAM’s 

prestige and serves to highlight the disconnect between the narrator’s feelings about the event 

and the military’s response to it. 

 Here Klay’s protagonist loses his shield of language and discloses the issue at the heart of 

his own moral injury: his sense of responsibility for the death of a man under his charge. Those 

individuals outside the situation recognize that the narrator was in no way capable of or 

responsible for saving PFC under the circumstances, but, like so many service members, the 

narrator sees PFC’s death as something “he let happen on his watch:”51 “I will remember that I 

was his NCO, so he was my responsibility,” he says (“OIF” 75). The narrator’s guilt over his 

own survival complicates his emotional state. He muses, “I will remember that our HMMWV 

had 5 PX. That the SITREP was 2 KIA, 3 WIA. That KIA means they gave everything. That 

WIA means I didn’t” (76). Importantly, these concluding lines, which cement the emotional core 

of the story, make use of almost no new or indecipherable terminology. “PFC,” “HMMWV,” and 

“E4” are already familiar from earlier in the piece; “PRO/CON” is a common term in U.S. 

cultural discourse, and “KIA” appears frequently in reports of war casualties; though perhaps not 

as familiar, “WIA”’s similarities to “KIA” suggest its general meaning, as does its context within 

the sentence. If “NCO” does not immediately translate to “non-commissioned officer,” the 
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narrator’s statement that PFC “was my responsibility” sufficiently explains the acronym’s 

importance. Without his jargon to protect him, the narrator becomes defenseless, left only with 

his guilt over PFC’s death and whatever judgement others may (or may not) make. 

“OIF” enacts, on the linguistic level, the collection’s push and pull of the military 

protagonist away from and then back toward the civilian reader. While initially the military 

jargon acts as a disorienting force, by the end of the story the language opens up with more 

easily recognizable abbreviations and phrases, including “OEF,” “KIA,” “WIA,” “SITREP,” 

“HMMWV,” and pulls soldier and civilian together. Television news, popular TV shows, and 

movies have incorporated these and other elements of military discourse into contemporary 

American culture and the layperson’s lexicon. Nonetheless, “OIF” features moments of 

disorientation, as when, right in the middle of the story, the narrator’s HMMWV is hit by the 

IED that kills PFC: 

PV2 swerved and the HMMWV rolled. It wasn’t like the HEAT training at 

Lejeune. JP-8 leaked and caught fire, burning through my MARPATs. Me and SGT 

Green got out, and then we pulled PV2 out by the straps of his PPE. But PV2 was 

unconscious, and I ran back for PFC, but he was on the side where the IED hit, and it was 

too late. 

PFC’s Eye Pro cracked and warped in the heat. The plastic snaps on his PPE 

melted. And even though J-15 left his legs behind, at least he got CASEVAC’d to the 

SSTP and died on the table. PRP had to wash PFC out with Simple Green and peroxide 

(“OIF” 74–75).  

Given the most likely unfamiliar military jargon, the civilian must rely upon context and a 

developing sense of empathy with the narrator to make sense of the action. As part of 
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Redeployment’s larger project, “OIF”’s reincorporation of a narrative and a diction that, at the 

start, reads as foreign and unassimilable into mainstream American experience gestures toward 

the possibility of bridging the civilian-military divide in attempts to heal the complex wounds of 

the war. These wounds permeate understanding on multiple levels, including the linguistic and 

the emotional, but a shared human empathy and willingness to listen offer the possibility of 

moving forward. 

 

First-person Shooters: How to Tell a True War Story, according to a Dozen Different Guys 

 In its presentation of the Iraq War experience, Redeployment utilizes a dozen first-person 

narrators, each an American male currently or previously involved in the war effort and all but 

one of whom (the narrator of “Money as a Weapons System”) is serving or has previously served 

as a United States soldier or Marine. These narrators represent different ranks within the U.S. 

Armed Forces, from lance corporal to sergeant to lieutenant, and undertake various assignments, 

including artilleryman, Marine Corps engineer, and adjutant. The narrators tell stories variously 

rooted at Fort Lejeune, in Fallujah, at al Taqqadum Airbase in Iraq, as well as in a host of locales 

throughout civilian America, including a strip club called the Pussycat, unnamed bars out west 

and in New York City, NYU law school, Amherst College, and elsewhere. While the collection’s 

reliance on the first person might seem to ally it with the genre of memoir, the continual shifting 

from the viewpoint of one character to another undermines the consistency of perspective that 

typically characterizes memoir.52 In utilizing a dozen different narrators, Klay brings together 

disparate yet related voices, each of which alone offers something akin to what General Richard 

Myers, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, referred to as “the soda straw view of war” because of the 

narrowness of each embedded reporter’s coverage.53 When taken together, however, these voices 
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provide a more complex and nuanced portrait of the conflict than could a single perspective.54 In 

an interview with The Paris Review, Klay notes, “We have a tendency to think of war as this 

quasi-mystical thing, and that interpretation flattens the experience—by using different 

perspectives, I wanted to open a place for readers to compare and contrast, to make judgments, to 

engage.”55  

In its presentation of these various perspectives, Redeployment engages the traditions of 

both realism and metafiction, challenging the nature of reality in the very process of creating it. 

As Patricia Waugh notes, metafiction and realism are not fundamentally at odds: “Metafiction 

explicitly lays bare the conventions of realism; it does not ignore or abandon them. Very often 

realistic conventions supply the ‘control’ in metafictional texts, the norm or background against 

which the experimental strategies can foreground themselves.”56According to Raymond 

Williams, realism in literature “is both a method and a general attitude” in which “the characters, 

actions, objects, and situations…are lifelike in description or appearance.”57 Crucially, the 

representation “is not really lifelike but by convention and repetition has been made to appear 

so.”58 Klay’s stories of IED blasts and exhausted soldiers on patrol convey lifelike characters and 

situations, and through convention—the use of dialogue, for example, or frame narration—such 

representations become normalized. At the same time, however, the text questions the nature of 

the reality it constructs via techniques of metafiction, which Waugh defines as “fictional writing 

which self-consciously and systematically draws attention to its status as artefact in order to pose 

questions about the relationship between fiction and reality.”59  

Illustrating Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann’s notion of social reality as a 

construction,60 Redeployment’s self-consciousness reveals how cultural narratives of the Iraq 

War have come to be developed in American culture. The text’s self-consciousness manifests in 
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a persistent focus on storytelling.61 Both “Psychological Operations” and “War Stories” center 

on the telling of war stories in their content and form, while “After Action Report,” “Bodies,” 

“In Vietnam They Had Whores,” and “Prayer in the Furnace” utilize the concept of stories and 

storytelling as a means for considering issues of truth, guilt, connection, and responsibility. 

According to Sacks’ review of Redeployment, the collection’s “greatest weakness…is its overt 

writerliness: It too often makes you think about war fiction more than war itself.”62 However, 

Redeployment renders these two things inextricable: the text, that is, foregrounds how talking 

about the Iraq War—its representation via language—cannot be separated from the war itself. In 

so doing, the collection, “helps us to understand how the reality we live day by day is similarly 

constructed, similarly ‘written.’”63 By demonstrating his “ability to manipulate and construct 

hypothetical” war stories in the pages of Redeployment, Klay demonstrates how the creation of 

such narratives “is also a condition of social existence.”64 

The focus on the creation of stories, paired with the collection’s metafictional bent, 

reveals strong parallels with O’Brien’s The Things They Carried, which, according to Robin 

Silbergleid, urges readers “to question truth…generally, particularly as it related to the 

representation of Vietnam.”65 To engage in this questioning, O’Brien creates a work that is, as 

Catherine Calloway writes, “as much about the process of writing as it is the text of a literary 

work.”66 Things comprises twenty-two stories relating the tales of a platoon of U.S. soldiers 

during and after the Vietnam War.67 Included among these soldiers is a Tim O’Brien 

character/narrator roughly, but not entirely, based on the author.68 The twenty-two pieces explore 

“imagination and memory” and the rhetorical/narrative construction of the Vietnam War,69 

employing what Mark Heberle calls “a wide variety of discursive gestures, including 

recollection, confession, and explanation, as well as explicit storytelling.”70  
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Because of Redeployment’s engagement with issues of storytelling with regard to war, 

Connie Ogle calls Klay’s collection “the spiritual heir” of The Things They Carried.71 The two 

texts’ formal similarities do, in fact, indicate the ways in which the discursive legacy of the 

Vietnam War—what Frederic Jameson has called “the first terrible postmodernist war”72—has 

laid the groundwork for the Iraq War. Like Things, Redeployment investigates questions of 

memory and truth and invokes the reader in its process of storytelling, pointing to the ways in 

which meaning is continually in the process of being constructed. Klay’s text also echoes 

O’Brien’s “evaluation” of “the experience of war,” which is, according to Marilyn Wesley, “less 

decisive and more inclusive” with regard to blame and responsibility.73 In other words, Klay, like 

O’Brien, “does not allow the soldier the illusions of separation from a morally deficient culture 

or abdication of personal responsibility,” which is common in literature from previous American 

conflicts.74 S/he must instead accept complicity for participation in the actions of war. 

Ogle notes, however, that, “instead of mimicking O’Brien’s metafictional stories based 

on his own experiences about the men in a single platoon, Klay…expands his stories to include a 

wide variety of experience.”75 As such Klay achieves a multiplicitous view of the Iraq War. 

Further, whereas a Tim O’Brien character/narrator who is a writer appears in many of the pieces 

in Things—lending to the creation of “autobiographical metafiction”76—Klay does not appear in 

his own (meta)fictional world, and none of the characters in Redeployment is a writer. “Even in 

my earliest stories,” says Klay, “I knew I wasn’t writing about myself.”77 That said, the narrator 

of “Unless It’s a Sucking Chest Wound” is a former member of a Public Affairs unit as was Klay 

while he served in the Marine Corps, a position that no doubt provided the author with raw 

material for the story. Moreover, while O’Brien revises and rewrites events from story to story 

(such as Curt Lemon’s death and the killing of the dainty young Vietnamese soldier) and utilizes 
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the same set of characters (the men of Alpha Company) across the twenty-two pieces of the 

book, each of Redeployment’s twelve stories functions as a discrete unit in terms of subject 

matter and character. 

Metafiction works in both texts to explore the ways in which stories can—and cannot—

reveal the ultimate truth at the core of experience. But if, as Inger Christensen claims, “the 

novelist’s message” is one of the most important elements of metafiction,78 then the divergent 

messages of Klay’s and O’Brien’s works offer a useful means for considering the distinction 

between truth as conceived with regard to the war in Vietnam and the war in Iraq. By 

distinguishing fact from truth and exploring the possibility inherent in storytelling, Things offers 

the ultimate knowability of the Vietnam experience through story. The collection sets the stage 

with the introduction of the “slim, dead, dainty young man of about twenty” in “Spin,” who 

reappears many pages later in “The Man I Killed.”79 This latter story describes the man in greater 

physical detail, invents for him a history (e.g., “He had been born, maybe, in 1946 in the village 

of My Khe”),80 and revisits details about him over the course of six pages. The next piece, 

“Ambush,” elaborates on and revises “The Man I Killed,” offering a fantasy-like ending to 

character-O’Brien’s encounter with the Vietnamese man, one in which he walks by in the present 

day “and suddenly smile[s] at some secret thought and then continues[s] up the trail to where it 

bends back into the fog.”81 In this final version, the man escapes, unscathed, a clear contradiction 

to the previous descriptions. Forty pages later, however, in “Good Form,” O’Brien takes an 

entirely different tack, revising the story of the Vietnamese man’s death yet again: “twenty years 

ago I watched a man die on a trail near the village of My Khe. I did not kill him. But I was 

present, you see, and my presence was guilt enough.”82 O’Brien then revises the story again, 

saying,  
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But listen. Even that story is made up.  

I want you to feel what I felt. I want you to know why story-truth is truer 

sometimes than happening-truth.  

Here is the happening-truth. I was a soldier once. There were many bodies, real 

bodies with real faces, but I was young then and I was afraid to look. And now, twenty 

years later, I’m left with faceless responsibility and faceless grief.83  

Here the story eliminates any mention of the Vietnamese man. When finally O’Brien proceeds 

with the story-truth in the next paragraph, he repeats the description from the earlier stories, 

where the young man is “slim” and “almost dainty” and has “a star-shaped hole” for an eye.84 

According to Silbergleid “…‘Good Form’ operates as synecdoche, standing in for the project of 

The Things They Carried in its entirety”: “truth itself is a category open to question, arrived at 

here through fiction.”85 Things uncouples fact from truth and proffers fiction as a means for 

getting at the truth of experience. 

Redeployment, by contrast, settles upon no final, pure truth about the Iraq War. Klay’s 

text insists that story will always be mediated and therefore truth, no matter how one describes it, 

can never exist unvarnished. “Psychological Operations” investigates this issue, utilizing 

metafiction to consider how all stories contain some degree of spin in their telling, whether 

purposely or not. Formerly part of a PsyOps team in Iraq, the narrator, Waguih, is now a student 

at Amherst College in Massachusetts where he engages in a heated debate with fellow student 

Zara Davies, a recent convert to Islam. After being called into the office of the college’s Special 

Assistant because of threatening remarks Waguih made to Zara, he runs after her and asks to tell 

her his story of watching someone die in Iraq. To the reader Waguih says, “I wasn’t PsyOpsing 

her into it, so I didn’t know how she’d react. Or if I was PsyOpsing her, since you’re always 
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exerting some kind of pressure even when you’re laying yourself bare, then it was the least 

conscious maneuvering I could do” (“Psychological” 181). Here, Klay’s story characterizes even 

the most honest and straightforward representation as a form of coercion; an individual possesses 

goals and biases, and his/her desires will, to a greater or lesser extent depending on the situation, 

reveal themselves in that individual’s words and actions. As evidence of how effective such 

psychological tactics can be, the preceding scene in the story presents Waguih just moments 

earlier, in the meeting with the Special Assistant, doing the very thing he is trying not to do in 

the following scene and successfully evading punishment as a result. Nevertheless, stories offer a 

necessary means of communication and, therefore, connection between people: “But if you’re 

going to be understood,” Waguih says, “you have to keep talking. And that was the mission. 

Make her understand me” (197). Like Things, then, Redeployment forwards story as a means for 

forging connection and getting at truth, but Klay’s collection does so with a greater awareness of 

the forces that are always at work in shaping and manipulating the form that truth and story will 

take. 

Indeed, “War Stories” literally enacts the mediation of a war story with opposing interests 

struggling for control of Jenks’ narrative. At a New York bar, Sarah, a young playwright, grills a 

former Marine Corps engineer named Jenks about his experience during and following the IED 

blast that has left him badly disfigured. Sarah attempts to structure the conversation so that she 

gains the information she seeks and can construct a sense-making narrative for a play she plans 

to write. Even though she begins by telling Jenks, “‘At your own pace….Whatever you think 

people should know’” (“War Stories” 223), Sarah soon becomes displeased by his non-linear 

style of storytelling and tries to rein him in: “‘What’s the first thing you remember?’” she says, 

and “‘Do you remember the explosion itself?’”—information that will help to ground the story in 
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a logical starting place (224, 225). As Jenks veers into descriptions of his post-blast “‘weird 

reactions,’” Sarah tries to change the subject back to a previous topic of conversation, saying, 

“‘So you try to remember—’” (227). Then, after Jenks and his friend and former Marine 

comrade Wilson read from the papers on which Jenks has written his blast story, once Jenks 

blows “his story of triumph too early in the conversation” (230), Sarah asks him to “‘take [her] 

through’” his fifty-four reconstructive surgeries and again insists on chronological order with, 

“Good….But let’s slow down. What happened first?” (231). For Sarah, the proper story of Jenks’ 

trial and triumph, the proper war story, must be assimilable into an easy-to-understand and -

consume narrative structure. 

In contrast, Jenks understands his experience through the complex matrix of bodily 

sensation and pain and has tried to impose his own structuring device—the written narrative—to 

create a story that he can share. In so doing, however, a formulaic narrative replaces the essential 

core of his experience. The first thing that comes to Jenks’ mind is “‘a lot of pain for a long, long 

time’”; he remembers “‘[s]craps and pieces’” (“War Stories” 223), such as “‘a flash, definitely. 

There was a sulfur smell, like the Fourth of July, but real close,’” and “‘black hitting so hard’” 

(225). Far from a linear narrative, Jenks’ memory comprises a collection of sensory experiences. 

In an effort to make sense of his experience, he has “‘written this twenty times,’” going through 

draft after draft of the encounter and what came after. Even his written attempts are grounded in 

the senses, however, as he “‘always start[s] with the explosions, the smells’” (227). But 

rendering the event as a written narrative does not help Jenks to get at some full and essential 

truth, whatever that may be, any more effectively: “‘The problem is I’m not sure what’s real 

memory and what’s my brain filling in details’” (225). Writing does help him to shape his story 

in a particular way, however. Later in the conversation Jenks takes to reading from his papers:  
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“What they are not clear about but what is very clear to me is that it was not just Doc  

Sampson who saved my life. It was the first guys who got to my vehicle…the Marines  

who called in a nine-line. The pilots who flew out. The flight nurse who kept me alive on  

the flight. The docs at TQ who stabilized me. The docs at Landstuhl. All the docs at all  

the places I’ve been to stateside.” 

  …“I am alive because of so many people.” (229)  

In this particular version, Jenks offers a scripted story of heroism and gratitude. The passage’s 

rhetorical momentum builds in a way that would be unlikely in an extemporaneous situation. He 

finishes with, “‘Perhaps I’ve sacrificed more for my country than most, but I’ve sacrificed far, 

far less than some. I have good friends. I have all my limbs. I have my brain and my soul and 

hope for the future” (230). Where his sensory experiences have failed to facilitate a complete 

understanding of his experience, Jenks uses written narrative to create a story that progresses and 

climaxes; the result is a tale that sounds as though it has been borrowed from a rousing movie 

speech. Jenks’s efforts at making his story comprehensible to others have turned his experience 

into the kind of feel-good narrative that listeners might expect and that they know how to 

process—his story, in other words, has lost the essence at its core, its truth, as he has constructed 

his tale as a standard redemptive war narrative. 

Throughout Redeployment, Klay demonstrates how the act of storytelling helps to 

construct the reality of war. In “After Action Report,” Timhead kills a teenager who is firing on 

him and his fellow Marines in a dark Fallujah street; immediately upset by his action, Timhead 

asks the narrator, Ozzie, to take responsibility for the shooting. Ozzie agrees, noting, “Who could 

say I didn’t?” (“After Action” 34). Indeed, no other Marines were in the area at the time, and 

therefore no one can contest the veracity of Ozzie’s story: 
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It was bullshit, but every time I told the story, it felt better. Like I owned it a little more. 

When I told the story, everything was clear. I made diagrams. Explained the angles of 

bullet trajectories. Even saying it was dark and dusty and fucking scary made it less dark 

and dusty and fucking scary. So when I thought back on it, there were the memories I 

had, and the stories I told, and they sort of sat together in my mind, the stories becoming 

stronger every time I retold them. (35) 

Despite the factual inaccuracy of Ozzie’s tale—“It was bullshit”—and his own knowledge of 

that inaccuracy, his story begins to alter the reality of the shooting for him. Telling the story 

changes him. Later in the story, as Timhead continues to have trouble coping with his killing of 

the child, Ozzie visits the Staff Sergeant and tells “him everything Timhead said about the kid, 

but like it was me” (41). The release the narrator feels here is palpably his own, as though he is 

sharing the details of an act he has committed. Living Timhead’s story has made it true for 

Ozzie. So, too, for their fellow Marines, who respond to Ozzie as though he, and not Timhead, 

really killed “the dumbshit hajji” (32). After Mac dies, for instance, Jobrani says to Ozzie, “‘At 

least you got one. One of those fucks’” (37). Having supplied ostensibly believable facts and 

details about the situation and repeated them again and again, Ozzie has become, in the eyes of 

the unit, the Marine who shot and killed the Iraqi teenager. 

The ability of storytelling to alter reality supplies a particular challenge to the Iraq War 

narrative of heroism. In “Prayer in the Furnace,” for example, Rodriguez reveals the unsavory 

circumstances of Fuji’s death: in order to increase their unit’s statistics, Sergeant Ditoro forces 

junior enlisted men to do jumping jacks in their underwear on a rooftop in an effort to provoke 

enemy fire, and a sniper shoots and kills Fuji during the course of this activity. Ditoro and 

Rodriguez put Fuji’s pants back on, “‘[a]nd we get back and it was, you know, another hash 
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mark. On the Most Contact Board. We went out and found the enemy, instead of waiting for him 

to IED us. And our stats went up’” (“Prayer” 138). The men in this unit are now considered more 

heroic by others in the company, but only as the result of a grievous error in judgment and lapse 

in protocol. Rodriguez tries to right the situation by telling the chaplain, the story’s narrator, who 

he hopes will make the truth known to those in positions of power; when the chaplain speaks 

about the event to those in the upper echelons, however, the major says, “‘This is nothing….Last 

month Weapons Company shot two hajjis I know they didn’t follow ROE [Rules of 

Engagement] on. And Colonel Fehr didn’t think that was worth an investigation….You think 

Lieutenant Colonel Fehr will ever become Colonel Fehr if he tells higher, “Hey, we think we did 

some war crimes”?’” (144). Thus the facts about Fuji’s death continue to be suppressed because 

they do not confirm the leadership’s preferred narratives, and the unit’s story remains one of 

heroism. 

“Prayer” also employs a fictional YouTube video to replace notions of heroism with 

violence. At an anti-war gathering (Winter Soldier), a former Marine, Alex Newberry, “showed a 

video of Marines firing on mosques and talked about conducting ‘recon by fire,’ where he said 

they would shoot up a neighborhood in order to start a firefight” (“Prayer” 163–64). A “mess” of 

comments follow the video: 

“I was there. Alex no telling the whole story.” “This guy was the biggest shit bag ever.”  

“boohoo they had to kill some people. what did he think was gonna happen when he  

became a MACHINE GUNNER IN THE MARINE INFANTRY.” “It’s the commanders  

fault don’t feel bad Alex.” “No one told him to kill innocent people he did it himself and  

blames the Corps he committed war crimes what a nut and its not true this happens often  

i known im a Marine.” (164) 
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With their varying points of view, the comments intervene in the video’s creation of the war 

story by drawing attention to the video’s creator and his subjectivity (e.g., “‘Alex no telling the 

whole story’”). Moreover, by presenting to the world an ugly reality, the video raises the 

question of what, precisely, heroism means with regard to the Iraq War. Infuriated over Alex’s 

participation in the Winter Soldier event, Major Haupert says to the narrator,  

“It’s not whether it happened or not. You don’t talk about some of the shit that  

happened….You can’t describe it to someone who wasn’t there, you can hardly  

remember how it was yourself because it makes so little sense…And then Alex is gonna 

go and act like a big hero telling everybody how bad we were. We weren’t bad. I wanted 

to shoot every Iraqi I saw, every day. And I never did.” (165)  

Heroism has morphed into a choice between two grim possibilities: the confession of atrocities, 

on the one hand, or abstention from committing them, on the other. Neither of these versions gels 

with popular notions of American soldiers as liberators and bringers of freedom and democracy 

to the long-suffering Iraqi people. Instead these versions contribute to a war narrative starring a 

military somewhere between on the brink of and just returned from grotesque violence and 

inhumanity, far from friends of the Iraqi people. 

Redeployment draws attention to the tension inherent between telling and not telling 

difficult stories. In “Prayer,” Haupert questions Alex’s motives for telling his war story and both 

the chaplain and Rodriguez see their efforts to tell Fuji’s war story rebuffed and their stories 

replaced with an alternate narrative. In “War Stories” the narrator disagrees with his friend’s 

decision to meet with Sarah, who intends to use Jenks’ story in the development of a play: “…I’d 

told him that if he gave this girl his story, it wouldn’t be his anymore. Like, if you take a 

photograph of someone, you’re stealing their soul, except this would be deeper than a picture. 
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Your story is you.” Jenks offers no verbal disagreement— “He never argues with me, he just 

goes his own way”—and, in fact, “War Stories” indicates that giving his story away might just 

be precisely what Jenks wants to do (225). Jenks demonstrates a near-obsessive need to render 

the experience correctly, as illustrated by his repeated revision of the written narrative, and he 

desires to share it with all who will listen, even Sarah who, according to the narrator, has “a 

sliver of ice in her” (231). Jenks’ life has been consumed by the facts and events that constitute 

his story—the pain and disfigurement, the surgeries and physical therapy; by giving his story 

away to Sarah, even some small part, perhaps Jenks can give away some of his burden.   

The connection between the military/veteran character and the civilian is a defining 

feature of Klay’s collection and distinguishes it from O’Brien’s, gesturing toward the differences 

in the post-war cultures of the Vietnam and Iraq eras. In O’Brien’s text, soldiers and veterans 

most commonly share their war stories with one another and find they cannot communicate with 

civilians. Rat Kiley in “Sweetheart of the Song Tra Bong,” for instance, relates the story of Mary 

Anne Bell to narrator-O’Brien and Mitchell Sanders.86 The men imagine telling stories to 

civilians—Jimmy Cross thinks of the letter he will write to Kiowa’s father (“In the Field”) and 

Norman Bowker the war story he would tell his father (“Speaking of Courage”)—but these 

stories remain in the realm of imagination. When narrator-O’Brien does share with civilians, 

they misunderstand, such as the “older woman of kindly temperament and humane politics,” who 

does not like the gore of war stories and feels sad for the baby buffalo in “How to Tell.” Though 

O’Brien refrains from saying so, what he think is, “You dumb cooze. Because she wasn’t 

listening. It wasn’t a war story. It was a love story.”87 In “On the Rainy River,” narrator-O’Brien 

asks the reader, “What would you do? Would you jump?” and dodge the draft; but for as 

compelling a question as this is, it does nothing to communicate the experience of the actual war 
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to someone outside the military community. Even two decades after the war, O’Brien can only 

offer his daughter Kathleen the most perfunctory of answers when they travel together to 

Vietnam in “Field Trip,” where they “visited the site of Kiowa’s death, and where he looked for 

signs of forgiveness or personal grace or whatever else the land might offer”: 

  “Well,” she said, “I hope you’re having fun.” 

  “Sure.” 

  “Can we go now?” 

  “In a minute,” I said. “Just relax.” 

  At the back of the jeep I found the small cloth bundle I’d carried over from the  

States. 

  Kathleen’s eyes narrowed. “What’s that?” 

  “Stuff.”88 

The bundle contains Kiowa’s moccasins, which he deposits into the muck after wading out to 

knee-level water; father and daughter have come to a crucially important place in the narrator’s 

history—the place where his friend and comrade Kiowa died twenty years ago—but, even now, 

the narrator is unable to share the story with his daughter.  

This reticence of the men to talk about their experiences to those who were not directly 

involved in the war effort reflects the uninterested American cultural climate during the Vietnam 

era. Though returning soldiers did not typically endure the outright hostility vaunted by the 

media,89 veterans most often encountered indifference from the American public, which Myra 

Macpherson refers to as its own “form of punishment.” This indifference was evidenced in a lack 

of parades, “meager GI benefits,” “unconcern for Vet Centers or Agent Orange studies,” as well 

as a lack of interest in hearing about veterans’ experiences overseas. “Speaking of Courage” 
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casts Norman Bowker’s Iowa hometown as the personification of this American indifference: 

“The town…would not listen….the place could only blink and shrug. It had no memory, 

therefore no guilt.”90 Men like Bowker, like character/narrator-O’Brien, cannot tell their stories, 

cannot talk to those who have not personally experienced the war because no one is willing to 

hear what they have to say. Things, then, as John H. Timmerman asserts, is a work “about telling 

one’s story into an apparent abyss.”91 

Klay’s text, by contrast, depicts soldiers/veterans sharing their stories with a variety of 

civilians, hinting at the potential for storytelling to help spread the moral burdens of war in the 

contemporary American environment. In “War Stories,” Sarah actively seeks Jenks’ war story so 

that she can incorporate it into a play to share with the greater New York community. The 

narrator distrusts and criticizes her throughout the whole story, but Jessie says of Sarah, “‘She’ll 

listen to him [Jenks]’” (“War Stories” 232). Although Sarah lacks perfect manners and entirely 

pure motives, she does want to hear Jenks’ story and learn about and share his war experience. 

“Bodies” shows a soldier opening up to a stranger at a bar after failing to confide in his ex-

girlfriend. The narrator, a Mortuary Affairs Officer, tells the man “a story about the worst burn 

case we ever had. Worst not in charring or loss of body parts, just worst” (“Bodies” 69). When 

the man responds, “‘I respect what you’ve been through,’” the narrator says, “‘I don’t want you 

to respect what I’ve been through….I want you to be disgusted,’” and the man acquiesces, sitting 

in silence with the narrator (71). In this way, the man shares in the narrator’s moral injury, taking 

some of the horror onto himself, at least for the time that he sits next to the narrator at the bar. He 

listens to and accepts the narrator’s story without offering judgment on it or the narrator. In 

“Prayer,” the chaplain writes to his former teacher, an old Jesuit priest, about his struggles with 

his unit; the old priest writes back, offering kindly advice. The sense of being able to share war 
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experiences with civilians resounds in Klay’s collection, pointing to the possibility that 

storytelling holds for healing in the post-Iraq era.  

More than any other piece in Redeployment, “Psychological Operations” illustrates the 

complexities of storytelling as a form of healing. In this piece, the narrator shares his war stories 

with the Special Assistant, his father, and Zara; the results of his sharing are different in each 

case—but so, too, are his goals for and methods of storytelling. With the Special Assistant, 

Waguih is in full PsyOps mode, performing the part of the disturbed veteran to shift focus from 

his wrongdoing and evade punishment for threatening Zara. He tells the Special Assistant, “‘I got 

shot at….Kind of a lot. And I saw people, yes, gunned down. Blown up. Pieces of men. Women. 

Children….I helped as I could. I did what’s right. Right by America, anyway. But those aren’t 

pleasant memories. And for someone to get in your face.” He describes his behavior as a 

performance: “I was laying it on thick,” and “I trailed off, glancing toward the ceiling in 

anguish” (“Psychological” 177). In response, the Special Assistant vacillates between “panicked” 

and “determining how big of a liar [Waguih] was before deciding on a course of minimum 

liability,” but, in the end, the narrator’s manufactured war story gets him out of trouble. 

Purposeful performance and outright manipulation characterize this interaction, but, although 

Waguih gains from it what he seeks (i.e., he escapes punishment), his storytelling does not help 

to unburden him on an emotional level. 

In Waguih’s interaction with his father, storytelling serves as a tool for wounding. 

Waguih and his overbearing father share a historically difficult relationship that is now 

complicated by the father’s expectations of his son as a soldier. Following Waguih’s return from 

Iraq, he tells his father the story of Laith al-Tawid, leader of an Iraqi band of insurgents that 
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Waguih’s PsyOps team drew out of hiding with insults about his wife and daughters. The father 

deeply dislikes the story: 

“And I told my father everything. Insult by insult. All the things I’d learned in 

America, all the things I’d learned from him, all the things that had been said to me, all 

the things I could think of, and I could think of a lot.” 

  ….I’d kept going, described every sexual act, every foul Arabic word. I’d cursed  

for him and at him in English, in Egyptian, in Iraqi, in MSA, in Koranic Arabic, in  

Bedouin slang, and he’d said, “Enough, enough,” his voice shaking with rage and then 

terror. (“Psychological” 210) 

The narrator uses the story to injure his father—to disgust, shock, and dishonor—and as a means 

of “letting [his own] rage wash out.” After many years spent at his father’s mercy, Waguih is 

now in the position of power, “standing over” his father, “shouting insults in his face.” Waguih’s 

story reduces his father to a sad state and also helps to reveal the weaknesses that Waguih has 

previously been unable to notice: “His hands trembled, his eyes were downcast. There was gray 

in his mustache. He looked old. Beaten. I’d never seen him that way before” (211). The war 

story, in this instance, functions as a tool of division and pain, both for Waguih and his father. 

With Zara, however, Waguih attempts to use his war stories to create a connection rather 

than to inflict injury. The narrator shares his story of al-Tawid by way of telling Zara about how 

his father kicked him out of the house and, at the same time, he opens himself up to the same 

kind of censure and displeasure that he received at home. Although he claims to “‘feel good 

about what’” he did in the war, Waguih’s hedging and revisiting of various wartime experiences 

makes clear that he struggles with various choices, such as the decision to shoot teenage 

insurgents running out of mosques or, in this case, the insult campaign against al-Tawid 



222 

 

(“Psychological” 202). He suggests as much when he muses, “‘What happened, what I was a part 

of, maybe it was the right thing. We were fighting very bad people. But it was an ugly thing.’” 

By telling the story of al-Tawid to Zara, the narrator wants not simply “to share something, but 

to unload it” (203). He desires to shift the burden of the story, the moral injury it has induced, 

onto her. Though the story displeases Zara, as the narrator suspected it would, she does not 

respond in the anticipated way. Instead “[s]he reached out and put her hand on my shoulder, her 

touch light and warm. Even though her face was calm, my heart was beating and I looked up at 

her as though she were passing down a sentence. There was an unearthly quality to her then. ‘It’s 

okay,’ she said. ‘I’m glad you can talk about it….Maybe we’ll talk another time’” (212). With 

this final gesture of connection—her hand on the narrator’s shoulder—and creation of the 

possibility of continued dialogue, Zara confirms the potential of the war story to function as a 

force for good, a force for connection between soldier and civilian and, perhaps eventually, 

healing of war’s wounds. 

 

Who Is the Enemy?: Humanizing the Other and Resisting Rhetorical Binaries 

 Taking a cue from President George W. Bush, whom Singer has dubbed “the president of 

good and evil” due to his repeated moralizing,92 official and media sources frequently cast the 

Iraq War as a war of opposites: us vs. them, Christianity vs. radical Islam, democracy vs. 

tyranny, freedom vs. fear, and, most prominently, good vs. evil. In such a war, the United States 

and her agents (e.g., soldiers) stood as the epitome of good, as they embodied those traits 

typically valued by Western cultures. Iraq and her agents, by contrast, figured as evil.93 Both to 

gain the public’s support for war and encourage soldiers to engage in corporate action, 

governments must dehumanize the enemy and make him altogether Other. As psychologist 
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Bandura asserts, “When dealing with individuals who have been deprived of their humanness, 

people seldom condemn punitive conduct, and they create justifications for it.”94 Indeed, the 

dehumanizing of the Iraqi people served as a necessary element in the construction of Iraq as a 

war against evil. Such dehumanizing took shape, first, against Saddam Hussein, who was 

deemed a tyrant and likened to Osama bin Laden,95 and, second, from the belief in what Peter 

Morey and Amina Yaqin call “the threatening strangeness of the Muslim Other.”96 This Othering 

was frequently manifested through American soldiers’ use of the term hajji, which functioned in 

contemporary wartime culture much like gook or Charlie during the Vietnam War or Kraut or 

Jap did during World War II.97 

Appearing frequently in films, literature, and even news articles about the Iraq War, the 

term hajji served to dismiss, denigrate, and dehumanize Iraqis. The Oxford English Dictionary 

provides a value-neutral definition of hajji—“the title given to one who has made the greater 

pilgrimage to Mecca”98—and, in Middle Eastern cultures, the term operates as an honorific. As 

used by American soldiers, however, hajji carries a negative connotation. In his “U.S. Military 

Lingo: the (Almost) Definitive Guide,” Ben Brody defines hajji as “a derogatory term for Iraqis, 

used widely during the Iraq War.”99 David Buchanan goes further, arguing that hajji “conflates 

any brown person with all Arabs and all terrorists, leaving no room for individuals, no space for 

varying religions or ethnic backgrounds or any other human nuance.”100 U.S. soldiers’ 

deployment of the word distorts the original religious meaning: as Buchanan writes, “With its 

origins in Islam and its misappropriation in representations of Operation Iraqi Freedom, hajji 

operates as a multipurpose sign carrier for the Orient or for the stereotypical jihadist Muslim, the 

same terror-laden crusader who flew airplanes into buildings in New York and Washington D.C. 
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over ten years ago.”101 Thus this single term stands in for a proprietor serving lunch in a Baghdad 

restaurant as well as a bomb-planter hiding out in a house in Ramadi. 

Klay’s text employs the epithet hajji to illustrate the harmful acts of Othering conducted 

by American soldiers and Marines during the course of the war in Iraq. In some instances the 

term serves as a dehumanizing catch-all for the enemy.102 When a team of American soldiers 

raids an insurgent hideout in “Frago,” one of the men “fires a burst of 5.56 into hajji’s face” (18). 

Even as they try to save the man’s life, they still talk about him in a demeaning way: “Hajji’s 

bad. It looks like half the jaw is gone” (20). The use of hajji in place of a proper noun (suggested 

by “hajji” as opposed to “the hajji”) serves to distance the narrator and the man his fellow soldier 

has shot. Half of “the jaw” is gone, rather than half of “his jaw,” where “his” would serve as a 

more personal and human descriptor. At other times, soldiers use hajji to mock or deride the 

Iraqis. In “After Action,” Timhead’s squad members call the teenager he shoots (and whom they 

think Ozzie has shot) “‘the insurgent’ or ‘the hajji’ or ‘the dumbshit hajji,’ as in, ‘You are one 

lucky motherfucker, getting fired on by the dumbest dumbshit hajji in the whole fucking 

country’” (32). Here the term serves as belittlement of the Iraqi boy at the same time as it 

incorporates him into a larger faceless group. “Prayer” offers perhaps the most disturbing 

iteration of the word’s usage. Disillusioned and disgusted by the death he sees all around him in 

Ramadi, a young Marine tells his unit’s chaplain, “‘The only thing I want to do is kill 

Iraqis….That’s it. Everything else is just, numb it until you can do something. Killing hajjis is 

the only thing that feels like doing something. Not just wasting time.’” When the chaplain 

corrects him—“‘Insurgents, you mean,’”—the Marine says, “‘They’re all insurgents’” (“Prayer” 

148). In his inability, or perhaps outright refusal, to differentiate one Iraqi from another, the 
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Marine illustrates the terrible power of hajji (and here, with it, insurgent) to subsume all Iraqis 

under a banner of vilification and scorn.  

While Redeployment constructs the Iraqi as Other through the figure of the hajji, the 

stories also challenge the idea of the Iraqi as evil and inhuman through a cast of secondary 

characters who resist rhetorical binaries and easy categorization. Indeed, a varied cast of 

secondary characters contributes to the rich texture of Redeployment’s stories: in Iraq, children 

and teenagers, a water plant manager, a professor-turned-translator, a women’s initiative advisor 

from the U.S., a bumbling American businessman; in the United States, a college student 

recently converted to Islam, the parents of a Coptic Christian soldier, female strippers, and a 

twentysomething playwright, among others. Many of these characters bring nuance to the book’s 

portrait of insurgents, everyday Iraqis, and Muslims, as their characterization troubles the 

rhetorical binaries that animated much Iraq War discourse in the U.S. before and during the war. 

Through the portrayal of these various characters, the collection complicates the black-and-white 

thinking inherent to Iraq War discourse and the popular use of terms such as hajji and 

undermines simplistic dichotomies such as guilt vs. innocence. In so doing, Redeployment belies 

modes of thinking about the Other that injure not only the one being represented but also the one 

who employs such modes. 

Klay uses the figure of the teenager to humanize the enemy and highlight similarities 

between Americans and Iraqis, strategies that complicate discursive constructions of Iraqi 

otherness and highlight American moral injury. In “After Action,” Timhead disavows 

responsibility for the shooting and struggles to come to terms with his killing of the Iraqi boy. 

Talking to the narrator, Ozzie, a week later, he remembers “‘the kid’s face’” (“After Action” 41). 

The reference to the face points to Timhead’s perception of the boy not as some random enemy, 
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lost amongst a great crowd of others, but as an individual with a personality and emotions—

those intimate things that a face conveys. Perhaps his registering of the boy as a human being is 

one of the reasons Timhead is so tormented by the killing: as Hedges argues, “A soldier who is 

able to see the humanity of the enemy makes a troubled and ineffective killer.”103 Despite the 

seriousness of the teen’s weapon and his violent actions, a number of elements trouble the 

immediate assignment of labels such as “evil” and “terrorist” to him. First, the boy’s age, which 

the narrator identifies as thirteen or fourteen in the shooting scene, and his ineptitude at firing the 

weapon indicate that he is not really the Marines’ true enemy but more likely some “kid [who] 

grabbed his dad’s AK when he saw us standing there and thought he’d be a hero and take a 

potshot at the Americans” (“After Action” 32). The boy appears more like an imprudent and 

intrepid child bent on showing off than a calculating terrorist engaged in jihad. Ozzie reads the 

boy’s behavior as rooted in impulse and romantic notions of glory, not a long-developed plan 

and deep-seated hatred. 

The boy’s young—and indefinite—age raises the question of his culpability for shooting 

at the Marines, a question that weighs heavily on Timhead and serves, at least partially, as the 

source of his moral injury. Mulling over the incident more than a week after it takes place, 

Timhead asks Ozzie, “‘How old do you think that kid I shot was?’” 

  “Old enough,” [Ozzie] said. 

  “For what?” 

  “Old enough to know that it’s a bad fucking idea to shoot at U.S. Marines.”  

(“After Action” 40) 

Ozzie forwards a theory of culpability that falls in line with much American thinking on the 

subject. According to Laurence Steinberg, “The judicial system of the United States treats 
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adolescents who have committed serious crimes more harshly than any other industrialized 

country.”104 Even so, in the past ten years, a series of Supreme Court cases have banned or 

limited the use of capital punishment and life without parole as punishment for juveniles 

convicted of serious felonies.105 “The Court’s decisions,” writes Steinberg,  

have been increasingly influenced by findings from studies of brain development to  

support the position that adolescents are less mature than adults in ways that mitigate  

their criminal culpability, and that adolescents’ diminished blameworthiness makes it  

inappropriate to sentence them in ways that are reserved for individuals who are deemed  

fully responsible for their criminal acts.106 

Brain maturation, including the area responsible for impulse control, does not begin its final 

stages until at least age sixteen, and some experts believe the process continues through age 

twenty or even as late as twenty-five.107 Timhead appears concerned that the Iraqi boy might not 

possess the culpability of a legitimate enemy, a real bad guy—the implication being, then, that he 

should not have paid for his offense in blood. Timhead tells Ozzie, “‘My little brother’s in 

juvie….He’s sixteen….He set a couple fires….That’s some dumb shit. But he’s a kid, right?’” In 

bringing up his younger brother who is only a “kid,” Timhead gestures toward the Iraqi boy’s 

diminished capacity for blame. The boy was no doubt acting stupidly, but that does not mean he 

was acting maliciously—and the appropriate punishment for these two types of offenses differs.  

Timhead’s characterization of boys’ behavior establishes a notion of childhood that 

challenges the idea of Iraqis as Other. In an attempt to ameliorate his friend’s feelings of guilt, 

Ozzie responds, “‘Sixteen’s only three years younger than me,’” but Timhead asserts, “‘Three 

years is a big difference….I was crazy when I was sixteen. Besides, my brother did it when he 

was fifteen’” (“After Action” 40). In referencing his younger self as well as his brother, Timhead 
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establishes children’s “dumb” behavior in general terms. Dumb actions, even violent ones, such 

as setting fires or shooting a weapon at soldiers, are not the sole province of some 

incomprehensible Other; American children are just as capable of behaving badly. The boy in the 

street could have been Timhead’s brother (or perhaps even Timhead) just as easily as the Iraqi 

teen if the setting had been different. Moreover, Timhead’s characterization of his brother’s 

actions as “dumb,” not evil, can be extended to the Iraqi boy’s behavior. Of the numerous ways 

the Iraq War was sold to the American people, it was not touted as a fight against stupidity—but 

the Iraqi boy may have lost his life as the result of what was merely a stupid decision and one 

that, possibly, he was not mature enough to make. He acted, not out of some radical evil but 

rather out of the impulsive carelessness of childhood, with which Timhead can easily relate. In 

the aftermath of the incident, Timhead experiences the moral injury that accompanies killing not 

some inhuman Other but instead an individual who seems all too human and recognizable. 

By developing a family narrative around the Iraqi teenager, the story further reinforces 

the complex moral terrain of war that exists when human beings, and not merely ideas, are at 

stake. In addition to the father, Ozzie mentions the boy’s mother, “who ran out to try to pull her 

son back into the house…[but] came just in time to see bits of him blow out of his shoulders” 

(“After Action” 32). The story thus positions the boy within the orbit of the family unit and as 

the object of familial love. Timhead insists that what bothers him most about the shooting is that 

the boy’s “‘family was there. Right there.’” He then remembers “‘[b]rothers and sisters in the 

window’” watching the scene and, in particular, a younger sister, “‘like nine years old,’” close to 

the age of Timhead’s own little sister. Timhead’s dwelling on the boy’s family underscores his 

feelings of empathy, which, as Rajini Srikanth observes, occurs when “[o]ne recognizes the 

complex realities of others’ lives and subjectivities and the inextricability of one’s world with 
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theirs.”108 By placing the Iraqi boy within a network of fully imagined family members, “After 

Action” rejects notions of the enemy that simplify and vilify him, that, as Chris Hedges says, 

“transfor[m him] into the personification of an unmitigated evil.”109 Instead, the boy is the 

hapless child of a grieving mother, the foolish but beloved brother of a distraught sister, just as 

any American child in similar circumstances might be. In thinking of his own brother and sister 

in relation to the Iraqi boy, Timhead creates a human connection between himself and the teen, 

which the story further underscores through Timhead’s continued struggle over the shooting, 

even in the face of Ozzie’ assertion, “‘He was trying to kill you. Us. He was trying to kill 

everybody’” (“After Action” 40–41). 

War’s moral complexity is again on display in “Psychological Operations,” which pits a 

deceitful American military against minor Iraqi insurgents as a means of complicating notions of 

good vs evil. In this story, Waguih tells of his team’s taunting of Laith al-Tawid, leader of a 

small band of insurgents who ultimately heads a suicide charge against the Marines, by goading 

him with insults about his wife and daughters. Recognizing that the submission and virtue of 

women is central to al-Tawid’s honor, Waguih concocts a plan to draw him out of hiding: for an 

hour, Waguih shouts insults about al-Tawid’s daughters “whoring themselves out to American 

soldiers,” saying “that we’d fuck his daughters on the roof and put their mouths to the 

loudspeaker so he could hear their screams” and, “when his daughters bent down to pray, we’d 

put our shoes on their heads and rape them in the ass. Rub our foreskins on their faces. A 

thousand dicks in your religion…and in forty minutes, a thousand American dicks in your 

daughters’” (“Psychological” 209). The narrator chooses the insults he knows will most 

humiliate and shame—and thus provoke—his opponent, “every word calibrated for maximum 

harm” (212). Though smart and effective, the military’s means of drawing out al-Tawid smacks 
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of dishonor and foul play. Even Waguih’s super pro-war father feels disgusted by his son’s 

behavior, preferring instead that his son had “‘shot them in the face’” (210), because the 

honorable way to kill a man is through facing him directly. Al-Tawid’s refusal to accept the 

demeaning of his daughters does not stray so far from American notions of pride and honor, and 

the story thus questions just how evil his attack on the Americans really is. 

Moreover, the unclear nature of al-Tawid’s insurgency challenges the war on terror and 

war of liberation narratives. When Waguih relates the story to his father, the older man is quick 

to liken al-Tawid’s group to al-Qaeda; the narrator, however, immediately corrects him: “‘No. 

Just desert fucks who didn’t like having Americans roaming around in their country’” 

(“Psychological” 207–08). The gap between, on the one hand, “an international terrorist 

network” that “seeks to rid Muslim countries of what it sees as the profane influence of the West 

and replace their governments with fundamentalist Islamic regimes”—as the Council on Foreign 

Relations explains al-Qaeda—and, on the other hand, a group of Iraqis who dislike the American 

military’s physical presence on their land is, to say the least, quite vast. Central to al-Tawid’s 

project is a grab for or consolidation of local power, which includes gaining and maintaining the 

respect of those individuals located in his immediate area: the narrator shouts at him, “‘You think 

fighting us will win your honor, but we have your daughters….There is no honor.’” 

(“Psychological” 210). Perhaps al-Tawid wants to gain honor by destroying the Christian 

infidels—in which case Waguih’s comment would reinforce the war on terror narrative—but he 

could also gain honor simply by expelling foreign invaders from his homeland. The text provides 

no evidence one way or another, which leaves unsubstantiated the notion that al-Tawid’s group 

is connected to a larger terror network bent on jihad. Indeed, by ridding the world of al-Tawid, 

how much have the narrator and U.S. military really helped the war effort and the Iraqi people? 
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Waguih admits that al-Tawid’s was but one of “a hundred little insurgent groups, a hundred little 

local chiefs trying to grab power” (210), and Al-Tawhid did not appear to be presenting any 

imminent threat to the military—or possibly anyone—at the time that he was killed. This fact 

also presents a challenge to the war of liberation narrative. The Americans are able to eliminate 

al-Tawid’s group because they know his name and thus can target him directly, but innumerable 

other insurgent groups remain, leaving a still unstable political situation in the region. Moreover, 

al-Tawid’s response to the American military belies claims of liberation, since he and his men 

view the Americans as intruders on Iraqi soil. Far from welcoming the American presence, al-

Tawid and his men resent and act against it. Furthermore, though other Iraqis do not take up 

arms against the Americans, there exists the possibility that they, too, view the Americans as an 

imposing presence rather than liberators, and Waguih never explains how the locals felt about al-

Tawid and his group. 

“Psychological Operations” utilizes two American characters to complicate notions of 

Islam and Arabs and thereby challenge American conceptions of the Other. A black freshman at 

the overwhelmingly white Amherst College, Zara Davies begins the story as “aggressive, 

combative, and lovely,” dressed in skintight jeans and a wide brass belt buckle, a thin yellow t-

shirt, and brown suede boots,” with hair worn “natural, braided in the front with an Afro puff at 

the back” (“Psychological” 169, 170). At this point Zara is a fellow student in the narrator’s 

Punishment, Politics, and Culture course, where she eagerly shares her fiery opinions with the 

class, such as when she asks the narrator, “‘Who cares what the soldiers believe? It doesn’t 

matter what the pawns on a chessboard think about how and why they’re being played’” (171). 

By the time of the story’s present action, however, Zara has undergone a change; she has 

converted to Islam, a difference most immediately and obviously registered in her physical 
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presentation: in place of her modern American clothing, Zara now wears “a long brown dress 

that went all the way down her legs to a rather disappointing pair of flats,” and a shawl hides her 

hair. Despite this move toward modesty, Zara still stands out among the other women on 

campus, most of whom “are walking around with half [their] tits exposed” (172). Beyond the 

physical, Zara’s conversion registers in her attitude and bearing; while she remains firm in her 

convictions, calm and levelheadedness have largely replaced her former sass and sharpness. 

 Zara serves as a foil to the Christian Waguih and also as a counter to simplistic American 

stereotypes of Muslims. The story’s inciting incident occurs when Zara wrongly assumes that 

Waguih is Muslim because of his Arab physical appearance:  

  “How could you kill your own people?” she said. 

  “They’re not my people,” I said. 

  “We’re all one people,” she said…. 

  “I’m not Muslim,” I said…. 

  “I’m a Copt,” I said, and since that never elicits any reaction, I added, “Coptic  

Orthodox Church. Egyptian Christians.” (173) 

In American culture, Muslims are typically stereotyped as Arabs and vice versa, even though the 

largest portion of the world’s Muslim population hails from outside of the Middle East, in 

Indonesia. Though Waiguh is of Arab heritage, he is a Christian, and it is Zara, the black woman, 

who is Muslim. During the same conversation, Waiguh asserts, “Muslims hate us….There are 

riots sometimes. Like the pogroms in Russia against Jews….So you see, I can kill Muslims as 

much as I like….Shit, in my religion, that’s how you help an angel get its wings” (173–74). 

Contrary to dominant Western stereotypes of Islam as a religion of violence,110 Waguih, the 

Christian, remarks crassly about killing Muslims, in a sort of mock Christian-jihad statement. 
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Zara, though offended and potentially frightened,111 does not respond in kind; she takes her 

grievance to the university’s Special Assistant, who calls a meeting of the two students. When 

Waguih tells Zara and the Special Assistant a sad war story (consisting primarily of lies) to avoid 

punishment, the formerly feisty Zara feels sympathy and apologizes to him. Though she is not a 

long-time devotee of Islam, Zara’s conversion has cultivated in her more mature, caring, and 

reflective qualities, rendering her far from the stereotypical Muslim who is “liable to be whipped 

into a frenzy at the least disturbance to [her] unchanging backward worldview.”112 Waguih, by 

contrast, becomes incensed at her pity, and after the meeting he chases her across the lawn to 

insist that she listen to his real war story.  

Zara’s agreement to listen to Waiguh’s story and her behavior during the time she spends 

on his porch undercut the Western notion of the violent, single-minded Muslim. According to 

Douglas Pratt and Rachel Woodlock, “It is now part of a Western consciousness that Islam and 

Muslims pose a threat: to freedom of speech, to the role of women, to the security of the state, to 

secularism, to community cohesion, to the imagined ‘Western’ way of life.”113 But if Zara poses 

a threat to Waguih, it is only because she forces him to reflect on his past in a way he would 

rather not. While she challenges the narrator, taking him to task for shooting teenagers, calling 

the U.S. military’s killing of Iraqis “murder” (“Psychological” 186), etc., she never shuts down 

the lines of communication but rather encourages discourse. For example, when Waguih 

describes watching a kid die in the street, Zara asks, “‘Why’d you look?’” and, though “[h]er 

voice was hard, accusing,” she never pronounces judgment on what he says. She continues to ask 

him questions throughout the conversation and later says, “‘Tell your story’” (200), as a way to 

urge things along. Although much of what Waguih says contradicts Zara’s beliefs and offends 

her sensibilities, she maintains an openness and willingness to listen—something Waguih would 
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not likely return if roles were reversed, given that he, not she, is the only one who interrupts 

while the other is speaking (198).  

The liberated and articulate Zara also subverts the image of the oppressed Muslim 

woman that proliferates in Western popular culture. Though much more subdued than before her 

conversion, Zara still asserts her opinions clearly, as when she expresses shock that Waguih’s 

father has hit him or disgust over the insult campaign that drew teenagers from the mosques. Her 

commentary on her decision to wear the hijab helps to dispel conceptions of the veil as 

“necessarily an oppression for Muslim women.”114 Zara explains, “‘It’s part of the 

commitment….Wearing this, people treat me like I’ve made a change in my life. Which I 

have….That matters’” (“Psychological” 194). No one has forced Zara to dress in this way; rather 

she has chosen her new attire, perhaps, as so many Muslim women worldwide do, out of “a sense 

of pride in being Muslim, a collective sense of identity or to convey a sense of self-control in 

public life.”115 Further, while Zara cites smoking the hookah as a violation of Amherst’s honor 

code, she nonetheless partakes in the activity, confirming her inclusion in the college community 

and participation in typical college life. Even her presence on Waguih’s porch subverts the 

notion of the Muslim woman who is controlled by her male relatives. That Zara has chosen 

Islam, and against her father’s wishes—he calls it “the religion of poor blacks” (“Psychological” 

193)—as opposed to having the practice foisted upon her by virtue of geography or family, 

makes a case for her agency and for reading the Muslim woman as a liberated Westerner rather 

than oppressed Other. 

Waguih’s father likewise complicates Redeployment’s portrayal of the Other, as 

“Psychological Operations” employs him to figuratively bring the Arab Other home. When 

airport security pulls the father aside because of his appearance and “Arab-sounding” name, he 
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loudly proclaims, “‘“I know you get a lot of flak, but I want you guys to know I support what 

you’re doing. You are protecting our American freedoms”’” (“Psychological” 195). He 

aggressively supports the U.S. in the post-9/11 climate, becoming “‘…Mr. Uber-America [with] 

flags flying at our house, and “Support Our Troops” magnets all over the bumper of his car’” 

(194–95). But the father’s appearance stands at odds with conventional notions of an American: 

the narrator describes his father as “‘darker than me and he’s got that Arab dictator mustache 

thing going on. He looks exactly like Saddam Hussein’” (194). The father refuses to shave the 

mustache because it is “‘a manhood thing,’” and the narrator even wonders if it is “‘a giant “fuck 

you.” Maybe not to America, but to Americans, you know? All those God-fearing assholes who 

talk Jesus but don’t know that true Christianity is the Coptic Church’” (194, 198). Beyond 

looking like the Iraqi dictator, the father’s aggressive, bullish behavior carries over into his 

personal life. After a kid in high school called Waguih a “sand nigger,” the father hit Waguih for 

only yelling at the kid instead of fighting him (192–93). Waguih’s father fails to conform to any 

preconceived schema of good guy or bad guy: he is hyper pro-America yet resolute in his Arab 

appearance, Christian yet hot-tempered. His son’s service in the U.S. military is his greatest point 

of pride and seemingly their single connection in a relationship defined by conflict. Yet 

Waguih’s underhanded tactics in the confrontation with Laith al-Tawid disgust the father and 

lead finally to the destruction of the father-son relationship. In his physical person, the father 

brings the Other home, just as Klay, through his stories, brings the Iraq War home to America. 

 

Conclusion 

In understanding the U.S. as a country suffering from the moral injuries of a complex war 

and its complex aftermath, narrative offers a particularly powerful tool for recovery: as Shay 
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