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PREFACE

The idea of investigating the World War II novel first

presented itself to me when I was on duty as an active mem

ber of the Armed Forces during the Korean Police Action. I

read what was being written about the Korean conflict and

began to wonder what had been written about World War II.

Different questions shaped themselves in my mind. Did the

authors give an accurate picture of the war? Was their

writing in the nature of a crusade? Was there a unifying

factor that united all the World War II works? Did these

writings about a war that spread over the globe and involved

millions of uniformed peoples have any theme or method .. any

hates or loves in common?

I started to gather material tentatively for a bibliog

raphy on the complete topic of World War II Novels. One of

the first articles that I encountered was written for the

New York Times Book Review by Iavid Dempsy. In this arti

cle .. he raised many of the same questions about Which I had

been wondering.

Do the authors, as one publisher claims for his
book, 'take the reader into the mind of the pro
tagonist and show us what his generation is think
ing about the war and the relation to the world
afterwards?' Do they capture the inarticulate
shades of meaning vbich give wings to the sol
dier's passion .. words to his anger .. and a soul
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to his hatred? Have they discovered that which
makes war one thing to the soldier and another to
the civilian? ••• There are other questions,
too , which will help determine the final verdict
on our war literature. Shall our novels glorify
the fighting man, or picture the spiritual decay,
frustration and self-pity which take their toll
just as brutally as enemy bullets? Is the truth
of battle in its raw agony, or its self-sacrifice,
teamwork, and love Which men find there for each
other? Is the G. I. a fighting ambassador of de
mocracy, or an ideological dolt? Do men hate war,
or look upon it as an adventure? Was it worth
while or just another mockery in man's search for
freedom? 1

Because of the nature of my questions and the queries

of Mr . Demp sy , I de'cLded that the answers, if there could be

answers , would have to be manifested in the form of themes,

major and minor, that could be found in the novels--that is

to say, subjects present in such quantities and so suffici-

ently articulated as to indicate the author's important con-

cern with them . So, I undertook an investigation of the

American World War II Novel . I hoped to find a common theme

or themes in the works which I examined.

I did find the common themes. The manner in which this

was accomplished is described in the following pages.

A definition of the problems presented and my method of

attacking them will be found in the introduction.

1 . De.vid Dempsy, "The NoveIi st and the Soldier," New
York Times~ Review, L, No. 49 (December 9 , 1945) , 1-.--
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Although it has been nine years since the last shot of

the Second World War was fired, the literature of that war

is still living and growing. The writers are still in the

process of considering the many facets of the conflict. Be

cause the writers are still at work~ and because we are

still too short a distance from it, the critics have not, as

yet, appeared in any great numbers. It was necessary, then,

first, to define and limit a somewhat elastic topic, and,

second~ to compile a bibliography of this defined~ limited

topic.

The title, The American World War II Novel, in itself

narrows the topic. By limiting the topic to American works,

about Americans in action~ such things as Apartment in

Athens or The Moon is Down were eliminated. The term novel

was used to eliminate the thousands of short stories that

had been written about the war. I did, however, adopt the

usual reviewer's position and accept Mr. Roberts and Tales

of the South Pacific as having sufficient central unity to

be called novels. Novel also does not include such personal

documentary approaches as the journals of Ernie Pyle, Here

is Your War and Brave Men; the I-was-there efforts that

1
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produced such books as They Wer e Expendable and Guadalcanal

Diary. The se books, for the most par t , were written during

t he war year s •

Whate ver their scope or sub j e ct, the war
books i ncluded few nove ls. Writers had little
time for the artistic reflection and the ordering
essential t o fiction, and reade r s general ly pre
ferred kn owl edge of events a nd bluepr i nts for a
better world. l

It is the above class that I have e liminated , f eeling

that the novel has, by defini ti on , an obje ct i vi t y, se l e c

tion, and ordering that makes its analysis more valuable .

I have used the ter m War Novel i n my title . I restrict

its application to a nove l that concerns itself with the

a ctual conflict of a combat situation, or with a conflict , a

situa tion that ha s arisen as a result of the war . Thus , you

may have a War Nove l such a s Guard of Honor , in which the

action never leaves t he State of Florida . But this defini -

tion resulted in t he exclusion f rom consideration of Car son

McCull er ' s Reflect i ons in ~ Golde n Eye , and the very popular

From Here to Et er n i t y of James Jones. They were both elimi

nated for the same reason. Their acti on take s place against

a training camp background in a peacetime si t uation . The

participants are not there because of t he war but be caus e it

is a way of life that t hey have chosen f or thems e l ves .

The final thing that was necessary be f ore compiling a

bibliography was to limit the topi c as r e gar ds to time. The

1. James Har t , The Popular Book, po 351.
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subject had already been defined as works produced by Ameri

cans, about Americans, of novel lengt h and complexity, fic

tional, and involving a war-time, or war - cau sed subject.

Because the war novel is in a living and gr owi ng fie ld of

fiction it necessitated a cut-off date in t he readi ng. The

beginning date that was used was the date of our entry into

the war, December 8, 1941. The cut-of f date wa s December I,

1953.

After defining and limiting the t opic, I compiled my

primary and secondary research in the foll owing manner . All

the normal outlets such as the scholarly journals , Book

Revi ew Digest, and the per iodi cal indices were consulted .

I found that five book s - - Aft er t he Los t Generation , by

Aldridge; Fifty Years of t he American Novel , by Gardiner ;

The Popular ~' by Har t ; The Modern Novel in America , by

Hoffman; and The Cavalca de of the American Novel, by

Wagenkne cht - - wer e the only critica l secondary r ef er ence s,

other than articles in periodicals and book re vi e ws, that

considered the war novel.

Both because of the dynamic nature of the topi c and be

cause of the scarcity of critical material, I compiled a

list of those men who were working in t hi s field from t he

"Research in Progress" section of the April PMLA for the

years 1947 to 1953. I wrote each of these men, explaining

what I was trying to do, citing t he references that I had

found and asking them which direction they wer e goi ng in the
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fi eld . The fo llowing excerpt is an example of t he ans er s I

r-eceived ,

I believe that you are corr ec t in concluding
that not much critical mater ial--exce pt of course,
thousands of book rev1ews- -is ava ilable on your
subject . That can be good : you can chart un
charted waters and perhaps emerge with a few good
articles.

Since you are after t he mes, it se ems to me
that the obvious way t o proceed is t o read a s many
of the novels as you can , making a chart of t he
themes as you proceed . You will t hen have to sift
the major from the mi nor themes. Cer t ain ly atti
tudes toward the war, towar d the possibili ties of
a lasting peace , toward life in the Army, t owar d
officers , toward the value of the military service
would be maj or . You might also notice, as I did ,
that When an author starts out to d ebunk war i n
any way, he always manages t o gl or ify it i n t he
old tradition in some way . War is brutal, sense
less and a number of other t hings. But it is also
exciting, and it does evoke heroism.2

I constructed t 0 charts . The firs t measured the f re -

quency with wh i ch a war novel was critically considered as

di stinct from being simply reviewed. The five afore-men-

tioned secondary sources, plus five major periodical ar t i

cles,3 were used as a yardstick of the novel's importance .

2 . J . Sherwood Weber , from a letter dated December 30 ,
1953.

3 . W. P. Albrecht, "War and Fraternity, " NeVI Mexico
Quarterly Review , XXI, No .4 (Winter, 1951) , 46r:

Ma lcolDi Cowley , "The Young Conquerers," New
Republic, CXVIII, No . 26 (June 28 , 1948 ) , 23. ---

Martha Foley , "War Fiction--A Mirror for Ameri
cana," Survey Graphic, XXXVII , No o 12 (December , 1948 ),
499 .

"The Novels of the Second Wor ld War , " Publis.."lJ.er' s
Weekly, CLI V, No . 17 (October 23 , 1948 ), 1802.

Francis Wol l e , "Novels of Two War s , " Wester n
Humanities Revie , V, No . 3 (Summer, 1950-1951), 279.
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Thi s chart showed nine novels t hat were agreed on a s be i ng

important by the literary critics:

The Young Lions " by I rwin Shaw

The Naked and the Dead " by Norman Mailer-- - - ----
! Bell for Adana" by John Hersey

The Gallery , by John Horne Burns

The Girl £!! the lli Flaminia, by Alfred Hayes

All Thy Conguests" by Alfred Hay es

Guard of Honor " by James Gou l d Couzze ns
(Pulitzer Pr i ze Wi nner , 194 8 )

Mr . Rober t s , by Thomas He ggen

Tales of ~ South Pacific" by Jame s Mi chener

To this list I added two books" The Cai ne Mut i ny , by Her man

Wouk . the Pu l i t zer Pr i ze Wi nner for 1951. W1 ich had a ppeared

too late for mu ch solid critical considerati on " and Beach

Red " by Peter Bowman. 1 945 " a war nove l with a f ormat that

made it unique. I n his critical arti cle Wol l e ment ions

that, II

thing new. ,,4

as for technique . only Beach Red has done some-

Although ! ~ in ~he Sun by Har r y Brown wa s one of

the first war novels (1944 ) . and a n • • • starkly s i mple

representation of war .,,5 it has been excluded because " with

the exception of Hoffman and the book reviews, it received

no critical notice .

4 . Wolle " £E. cit ." p . 296 .

5. Freder ick Hoffman" The Modern Novel in America,
1900-1950" p . 175 .
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These eleven books are the novels that I systematically

charted. I read and considered all the war novels listed in

the bibliography, but it is these eleven that were gi ven the

main consideration. From these, I extracted t he major and

minor themes that are presented in the following two chap

ters.

A theme was termed major because of the frequency of

its appearance, the intensity with which it was presented

and the contribution that it made to the plot. A theme was

termed minor if it appeared frequently but did not contrib

ute materially to the work in which it was mentioned; 1. ~.,

such a fact as the constant appearance of Coca-Cola as a

symbol of home. Coca-Cola did not contribute materially t o

the novel. Scotch and water, or U. S. A., might just as

easily have been substituted, and sometimes were.

There is one final exception to be mentioned. This

thesis excluded any novel that concerns itself with the

United States Marine Corps. In the first place, there are

very few novels about them. I n the second place, I served

as a member of that organization and would find it hard to

be objective in anything concerning it.

The second chapter is devoted to an exposition of the

major themes that are common in the Wor l d War II Novel. The

third chapter is devoted to the minor t.re me s in these nov

els. The final chapter is a summary of the conclusions on

this question of themes.
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The four major themes that will be presented in the

second chapter are The Reduction to Zero, The Hatred of the

Caste System, The Defeat of Idealism and the Presence of

Prejudice.



CHAPl'ER II

THE MAJOR THEMES

In this chapter the four major themes presented will be

The Reduction to Zero, The Hatred of the Caste System, The

Defeat of Idealism, and The Presence of Prejudice.

In his critical work, After the Lost Generation, John

Aldridge has a chapter entitled, "Mailer, Burns and Shaw,

The Naked Zero." l From this title has been adopted the name

for one of the more prominent of the major themes that are

to be found in the World War II Novel. The theme is called

The Reduction to Zero. There is a definite trend in these

works to build up a character, a mission, a situation, and

then to level it, reduce it to zero. It is probably correct

to say that, basically, war is the villain. But it is not

the antagonist of any tragedy in the classical sense • The

men who meet defeat are not dignified or ennobled by their

defeat. That is not the value of zero. Norman Mailer's The

Naked and the Dead sees and presents the war to us as the

great leveler. It reduces the good men to the zero of

death. The evil men may continue to e xf sb , But they are

stripped naked. Their camouflage of sham, hypocrisy,

1. J. W. Aldridge, After~~ Generation, p. 33.
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deceit is removed and they are presented to us in their true

nature. All is zero where we have only the naked and the

dead.

Lt. Hearn is the most important character in Mailer t s

book. The story revolves around him. Yet at the end of the

book l he has accomplished nothing and is reduced to nothing.

He is killed through the efforts of a jealous Platoon Ser

geant just as he begins to take the first positive act ion of

his life. Prior to this Hearn has a series of encounters

with General Cummings l the leader of the military campaign

in the story. In these meetings he is forced to bend to the

other man t e will:

Hearn is ostensibly broken by General Cummings l

the embodiment of military fascism l but he is rep
resented from the beginning as somewhat of an
empty shell and therefore la cking all potential
ities of destruction.2

Each character in Mailerts novel meets this destruc-

tion, or this personal reduction to zero. Sergeant Croft l

the platoon Sergeant, has one main objective, to scale a

highly symbolic mounta in. The mountain defeats him. He

fails. Mailer builds up our respect for t he military prow

ess of General Cwmnings and then levels it by having the

campaign won by a bungling subordinate officer while the

General is on another island at a conference.

2. Aldridge 1 2..£. cit. 1 p. 136.
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The entire novel is full of incident after incident in

which we see the defeat, waste, leveling and reduction of

men.

The Gallery by John Horne Burns is divided int o "Prom

enades" and "Portraits." The "Pr-omenadea" are first-person

meditations on the cities of Africa and Ita l y and on the

larger moral issue s of the war. The "Por trai t s It a r e physi

cal descriptions of the different areas combined wi th i ndi 

vidual portraits of persons engaged in, or t ou ched by t he

war. The zero theme cour ses strongly through the book ; i n

deed, it may be said to triumph ~ a l though, as Aldridge says ~

Burns' ba s i c intent ion wa s , i f not affirmation, at least a

balancing be t ween it an d the ne gative forces . 3

Of the t wo sect ions, "Pr ome nades" and "Portraits," the

latter are clearly the more dramati c and e f fe ct i ve. Ther e

is Hal, the neurotic Lieut enant, who attempts to find him

self and ends with t he insa ne be l i e f that he i s Christ . Moe

Schulman, an idealisti c charact e r vl1t h a good set of va l ue s ,

a man who protects h i s Ger man pri soners, who Burns wou l d

have us believe is ab le to build a better tomorrow, is cut

down violently at t he end of the book . Father Donovan , a

Catholic chaplain, is portrayed as a man who has the ability

to help right the evils of the war world. He is trying to

do good. For his efforts he is reduced, ironically by a

British lorry, to a smashed zero in a Napl es street

3. Aldridge, £E. cit., p. 137.
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accident.

One entire "Portrait" (the eighth) is dedicated to the

description of the VD cure taken by an American ·Army ser

geant. It is a disease that he has contracted from a girl

in Naples and that he has passed on to other girls of

Naples. His role of a hero, a liberator, has been reduced

to the zero of a disease carrier.

The novel Guard of Honor by .Tame s Cozzens is the story

of three days at a Florida Army Air base. I n these three

days different problems arise. There is a race incident

that is ne ver solved. There are administration problems

raised, problems of great significance that require command

decisions, yet still hanging-fire at the end of the story,

still waiting to be lifted out of their zero state. The two

characters that are portrayed as the "good" people of the

story, 1. ~., those with the best set of values, Nathaniel

Hicks and Amanda Tureck, are found at the end 0 f the story

to have been reduced to the nothingness of an extramarital

affair. Cozzens' viewpoint is that it is a nothingness, a

loss of value. He paints it in a sordid light with a con

demning finger. 4

The entire story of Mr. Roberts by Thomas Heggen is

taken up with the zero idea. The characters are trapped

aboard the Reluctant, a navy cargo ship that sails between

4. .Tames Cozzens, Guard of Honor, passim.
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Tedium and Apathy with an occasional side trip to Boredom.

The complicated technocracy of modern puSh-button warfare

has robbed them of any Chance for war's one compensation l

the glory of personal combat. They sail t he war's back wa

ters and deliver such military essentials as toothpaste and

toilet paper. Each of the characters is affected by this

condition. Roberts# the main character# is killed just

after he finally gets the active combat duty that he has so

long desired. The Ibctor# an educated and competent man is

reduced to crudely jesting with the crew members for his

amusement. David Bookser# a crew member built up by Heggan

as one of the few noble men aboard the Reluctant, is re-

duced to the common zero.

David Bookser# a seamen of the first divi
sion l was a beautiful boy. He looked spiritual;
he was a pure Adonis; his features were pure and
flawless l his skin almost transparently white, and
his blond hair grew carelessly about his head in
gracefUl ringlets. He di d not look effeminate,
though, and the crew di d not regar d him that way.
They were a little stunned by his beauty# even the
dullest clod among them l and they made a sort of
pet of Bookser. He was a quiet, earnest boy# and
a hard worker # and he was going to enter the min
istry when he got out of the Navy. The one time
the crew held a 'Happy Hour #, devoted almost en
tirely to skits of the broadest and most animal
istic sort, Bookser stole the show with his
poised# true singing of 'Adeste Fidelis.,5

When the crew goes on liberty in Elysium, Bookser is

AWOL and spends the time living with a girl he meets in

church. He has been presented to us as a piece of rare

5. Thomas Heggen, Mister Roberts# p. 116.
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crysta l and then shattered.

And always in the background of these individual cases

t her e is the conflict between the captain and the rest of

the ship . The idea of a hopeless incompetent, such as the

capta i n , arbitrarily and completely controlling the lives of

his subordinates is itself a negation of all we believe .

The connecting device in All Thy Conquests by Alfred

Hayes is the trial of an Italian Fascist. The specific

crime for which he is being tried is the exe cution of twenty

ho stages. They are executed because some members of a

German patrol have been killed . This man, a petty official

who has a i ded the Germans while they were in power, is now

being br ought to trial in a demo cr a t i c fashion. Trial by

jury an d protect ion of the law are positive values that the

non- fascist Americans ha ve brOUght with t hem. Yet they are

comple tel y negated by the acti on of the mob , the onlookers

of t he trial , Who tear t hrough the police cordon and beat

the Fa scist to death be fore the trial can be properly con

clude d a nd justice administered . The people have been

aroused by the belief that justice will not be done . On

the one hand they see the court procedure as an example of

American democracy . But on the other hand they observe the

black market activities around them Which are conducted by

the same Americans . They see rape, theft , racketeering a s

an example of the same American democracy _

The very t i tle, All Thy Conquests , i s a statement of

zero expressed i n the words of Mark Antony . Be cause t he
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Ameri cans l os t the i r i dea l s or had none in the f irs t place l

the gl or i e s of t heir c onque st are reduced to du st . The

conquerors have become t he conquered . They l ose everything

for whi ch t hey f ought.

In The ~aine Mut i nYI Pul itzer Pr ize novel by Herman

Wouk l t he main characters a nd action (with the exception of

the limping l ove affa ir of Wi l l i e Ke i t h ) are brought at the

end of the book to a sta ge of not hi ngne ss. Queeg l the chief

villainl is transferred wi t h out any great stigma to command

a naval supply depot i n the Mi d-We st . Wi l l i e Keith is still

wandering around New York with hi s future still undecided .

And the futur e of Maryk l who could have been , and wished to

bel an excellent Na vy career officer , i s summed up by the

lawyer Who defend s him, speaking at a dinner for Keefer l the

successful novelist:

Ste ve I t he t hi ng is I this dinner is a phony.
You ' r e gUilty . Course you're only half guilty .
F' tha t mat te r you've only been half acquitted .
You're a dead duck . You have no more chance now
of trans f er r ing t o the Regular Navy than you have
of running for president . The r eviewing author i 
ties will call it a miscarriage of justice l which
it is, and a n ice f at letter of reprimand will
show up in y our jacke t--an d maybe in mine - -and its
back to the fi shi ng business f or St eve Maryk .6

Keefer is e xposed t o U S I str i ppe d of his sham . He may

be a surface succes s l but we are given the knowledge that he

is a cowar d, a zer o fi gure .

6. Her man Wouk l The Caine Mutiny , p . 447 .
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Because of the nature of the story, a bloodless mutiny

in the United States Navy, and the factors that caused it ,

the theme does not stand out so strongly as in some of the

other works. It is further hampered by Wouk ' s careless

handling of Wi l l i e Keith and his affairs. The story is the

mutiny, not the development o f Keith. But even this devel-

opment is not a positive value.

The title , Beach Red, of the novel by Pe t er Bowman sig

nifie s the pre sence 0 f death that is found i n this work. At

the end we are left With the dead, the zero remainder of the

equation of war.

The narrator, the central fi gure of the story, is re-

duced to this zero of violent death. All through the nove l

he dreams of and plans for a better world. He demonstrates

his fitness and right to live in such a world and then is

cut down. In the last line he is descr ibed, fl ••• there i s

nothing moving on him but his watch,"7 by the man who is

checking to see if he has escaped death.

The story of The Gi r l £E the Vi a Flaminia by Alfred

Hayes is concerned with an American soldier who is looking

for the companionship and later the love of an Italian girl.

But in his intentions he manages to cause the arrest of the

girl as a prostitute. At the end of the story, he is in

love with her, but she walks off and leaves him. He is left

7. Peter Bowman, Beach Red, p. 60.
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with the k nowl edge that he has destroyed her . He has noth

ing. She has been reduced , through the degradation of her

liaison wi t h him and her arrest as a prostitute by the po-

lice, to not hing .

This t he me, The Reduction to Zero , is manifested prom-

inently by t he destruction of good in Tales of the South

Pa ci f i c by James Mi chener .

One chapt er concerns itself With t he island 0 f Nor f olk .

It is t he island that was settled by the Bounty mutineers.

Later it wa s used as a prison island by t he British . The

United State s Navy has to build an airstrip on the island.

There are t wo manifestations of man's presence on the

island. The first is the cathedral of the spirit, a rnag-

n1f1cent, mile-long avenue of majestic pine trees . It is a

living memor ial conceived by Fletcher Christian and executed

by his de s cendants . The second si gn o f h abi t a t i on is the

Engl i sh pri son. It is the pine trees t hat are cut down; the

prison remai ns.

Doesn 't it seem horrible? The trees all
down. We do n ' t de stroy one single memento of the
prison day s . Not one building do we touch. The
airstri p runs twenty yards from t he stone stables ,
but t he y ' r e as safe as the Gallow 's Gate . We
won't t ou ch a rock of the Bl oody Bridge , where
they bur i ed the murdered guards , nor the obscene
officer' s bath . But the cathedral of spirit , t hat
we knock to hell . S

Lt . J oe Cable USMC falls in love with Liat , a Tonkinese

girl. He can 't marry her . Yet , their love is presented to

8. James Mi chener , Tales of ~ South Pa ci f ic , p . 35 .
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us as t he first rea l thing t hat has happened to either of

them. Cable is killed, aft er h e has seen t he girl for ced

into a marriage she detes t s. Tony Fry, a casua l Navy man

who spends the whol e story doing good l is killed while per

forming ano t her man 's j ob. 9 Commander Hoag, a man who has

championed t he enli s t ed man and the minority groups, is

killed by a fluke of cha nce, a nd i s replaced by a b i got ed
10

incompetent who und oe s all the good Hoag has done.-

In ! ~ fo r Adano by John Hersey this theme is artic

ulated a lit tle less intensely . Major Joppolo performs his

job an d performs it well . But he is removed from office by

a t yr anni ca l general , and as the book ends we are left with

the suggest ion that all t he good he has done , all the pos -

it i ve work of r e construction, vd l l be wiped away by his in-

competent re pl a ceme nt . It 1s here less intensely because

there is the pos s ibi l i t y he will be replaced by a qualified

man.

The Young Li ons , by Irwin ShaWl traces t he lives of

three men l two Amer icans and a German , through the war.

Chri st i a n Pie stl l the German, is reduced from a positive ,

clear-thinking ch ara ct er to a brutal and corrupt personality

at the end of t he novel . But he i s ki l l ed by one of the two

Americans l MiCh ae l Whitacre , i n retal iation for destroying

the other American , Noah Ackerman . The development of

9. Mi chener , £E. cit . , p . 31 5 .

10. Ibid., p. 324.
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Acke r man is the most prominent point of the story . It is,

i ndeed , the heart of Shaw's novel, the tragic affirmation

and tragi c ennoblement of man by war:

• • • Ackerman is made to develop from the con
diti on of meaningless and futility in which we
f i nd him at the death of h i s father through a
series of triumphs to a condition of positive
str engt h: he overcomes the deep racial prejudice
of a Vermont farmer in order to marry his daugh
t er ; h e fights the most powerful men in his com
pany t o a ssert his right to be treated in the Army
as a human being; he performs a magnificent act of
heroism in battle out of sheer determination to
prove h imself; h e becomes , in short, a living
dynamo of Jewish fortitude . l l

The de ve l opment and elevation of Ackerman would seem to

be a va lue which was anything but zero. But of his three

characters--Acker man , Whitacre and Diestl - -only the evil

one, Die s tl , emerge s as believable. It is h Lgh Ly ironical

and mo st si gn i f i cant t hat t he one author among the entire

group of nove l i s t s who attempts to write affirmatively of

war fails a t exactly this point and fails in proportion with

hi s melodramat i c affirmat ion . This is t he most ironic of

zeros. Shaw 's accomplishments in this novel lie in the di-

rection of the other novelists' accomplishments: a leveling

and a wasting of men and their hopes .l2

The Reduction to Zero is indeed a major theme in the

Wor l d War II Novel .

11. Aldridge , £E. cit ., p . 154 .

12. See an important quote from Shaw later in this
paper in t he Pr esence of Ideali sm theme discussion , Chapter
I II , pp. 57 a nd 58.



19

Ama rica is a demo crat i c nation . The necessary military

hierarchy and caste sys t em is in opposition to our individ-

ual democrat ic background . To many of the men in service

this ca ste sys tem was completely unacceptable. Their repug-

nan ce for i t ranged from mild dislike to sheer loathing .

This a t titude was noticed and recorded by the authors of the

war novels. The greatest ga p in the caste system is between

t he of f i cer and enlisted ranks . It is the officers t hat are

attacked mo s t frequently . In many cases because the authors

portray the officers as prejudiced, inco mpe t ent , and igno-

rant t he se assaults are merited . Thi nk i ngly or unthinkingly,

t he writers of the war have recorded an attitude of hatred

for t he caste system.

This at titude is considered so often and so intensely

that it must be recognized as a major theme, The Hatr e d of

the Ca ste System•

• • • t h er e is a general picture that emerges from
all the se books , becomes their most impressive
feature. Different as the many authors are in
charac t er and in type of experience, they end by
repeat i ng almost the same message; that Americans
aren' t soldiers by choice, . they ha t e the
Army caste system. 13

Almost all the officers agree that a gulf ex
ists be t we en the t wo military castes .

Oft en the men complain of the special privi
leges gr anted to of f i ce r s in respect to food ,
liquor and liber ty . Some of t he more sensitive
officers, but only a few , are depicted as being
ashamed to enjoy these privileges . 14

13. Cowley,~. cit., p. 23 .

14. I bid . , p . 24.
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A short time a go (January 11 , 1954) there was an edito

r ial in Lire Maga zine . It was written in answer to a letter

written by a German girl who had asked what books she Should

r ead to get a true picture or America . Whether or not t he

editor s or Lire produced a satisractory answer is not to be

no ted here . They did however call her attention to a sali

ent point concerning American Wor l d War II Fiction .

• • • when the smoke lirted" a number 0 r our fic
tion writers- -especially the younger ones--turned
out book s arguing that just about every officer or
our Armed Forces was a caste -ridden, sadistic
beast toward the enlisted men that he commanded .15

In his consideration of the novelists of the war ror

Father Gardiner's book" Fifty Years of the American Nove l ,

Robert Healy notes that the average officer presented to us

in the usual ficti on of the war is either incompetent or a

fascist or both. 16

Healy goes on to say t hat in t he no ve ls, Mi s t er Rober t s ,

Tales of the South Pacific, Guard of Honor and Bell ror

Adano there is a different portrait of officers and men, a

mor e ro unded and hopeful picture. This is but his opinion

and a s f ar a s Tales of the South Pacific and Mr . Roberts

are concerne d, much evidence is to be found to the con-

t rary. Guar d of Honor is concerned more with a race ques 

tion than with the problem of command " and a Bell ror Adano

15 . "Letter to a Fraulein," Life, XXXVI , No .2 (Jan-
uary 11, 1954 ), 22 . ----

16. Robe rt Healy , Fift y Years of the American Novel ,
edited by H. Gardiner , S . J., p . 259-.- - --
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does not have a true officer-enlist ed-man situation in it.

There are, however, i ncidents that illustrate the gulf

between the ca st es i n these two books in spite of t heir pre-

occupation with other problems .

In The Naked and t he Dead this theme is most shockingly

presented to us . Lt . Hearn is assigned to the r econ pla

toon. Up u nt i l the time he takes command the platoon has

been run by Sergeant Croft . Croft as an enlisted leader

reacts violent l y t o this loss of personal power .

Hearn was his foe . Wi t hout even stating it
t o h imself, the attitude was i mplicit in every
t hing Croft did . Aut omatically he considered it
Hearn ' s fault t hat t he transfer ha d been ma de , and
resent ed him instinctively for it.17

Dri ve n by this hatred Croft deliberately engineers the

dea th of Hearn so that he will once again be in command.

Thi s di slike and t he caste system that fosters it is

recognized not only by Americans but a lso by the peoples

with whom they come in contact . Adele and Lisa, two of t he

female characters in The Girl on the Via Fl amini a di scuss- - --- -- -- -- .;;.---'-'===
it:

' Won't i t be difficult , ' Lisa asked, 'your going
to Fl orence now? ' ' Why? ' 'It's forbidden for
civilians to t ravel without a permit, ' Li sa said .
'But I s uppos e for a soldier ••• l ' 'Not a
soldier, cara , ' Nina said . 'An officer . In the
American army there is a great di fference . , 18

17 . Norman Mai ler , The Baked and the Dead , p , 372.

18. Alfred Haye s , The Girl ~ the lia Flaminia , p . 24.
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In his fo urth "Promenade , " John Horne Burns, through

the medium of his character-speaker, sums up his attitude

toward American officers. After a consideration of t his at-

titude it is r elat ively easy to understand the Hatred-of-

the-Caste -System theme and to see h ow it is developed in

t his f i ction .

I know my Army officers pretty well, having
obser ve d them for years from the perspective of a
pebbl e looking up and squinting at the White bel
l i es of the fish nosing above it . Ameri cans usu
ally go mad When by direction of the President of
t he United states they put a piece of metal on
t heir collars. They don't kn ow Whe t her t hey're
the Lone Ranger, Jesus Christ, or Ivanhoe. Few
Amer i cans I ever lmew could sustain th e masquerade
of an of f i cer. Their grease paint kept peeling in
unexpe cted places. I heard that in combat the
good officers simply knew their men well and did
t hem one better in daring. But to be a good of
f icer out of combat demands a sort of shadowboxing
be t ween truth and posing . Europeans know the se
cret. But few Americans can play the nobleman
wi t hout condescension or chicken .

American officers fall into three easy slots
of t he doughnut ma chine. The feminine one s , I
mean t hose who register life and are acted upon by
it, become motherly, fussy, and on t he receiving
end of the GI 's under them. If they rule at all,
it's by power of t heir gentleness, which can
fas ten a GI in tight bonds once his will consents
and a dmir e s. Se cond , there are the violent and
t he aggr e s s i ve, who as commissione d officers as
sume a na Le and fatherly part ranging from drunken
pas who whale their sons on saturday nights to the
male and nursing tenderness of an athletic coach.
Ye t the se most masculine men aren't always the
bes t o f f i cer s in a crisis or showdown. Third ,
t he r e are those commissioned nonan~ties who as
civi lian s were male stenographers, file clerks ,
and X-ray technicians. The y are neither masculine
nor f emi ni ne. They move t hr ough the army i n polyp
groups of their own sort . They're never al one . I
can be i n the same room with such officers without
fe el i ng the pr esence of anything or anyone .
Touch i ng the ir personalities is like poking at a
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dish of lemon Jello. They s mile and assume an
other shape .19

In the above statement~ Burns puts i nto cr i sPI exact

language what the othe r auth ors a l so f e el and expr e s s in

varying de grees of intensity .

Mr . Robert s i s pre sent e d to us as a born leader. But

he is set in an atmo spher e t ha t is domina t ed by t his t heme.

He himself is enga ged i n the hatred of t he syst em when h e

contributes to the r e sistance movement a gains tile captain~

the lawful milit ar y super i or.

Just be f or e some members of the crew present Robert s

with a medal f or h i s defiance of the captain l they di s cus s

officers in genera l :

' We got a pretty good bunch of officers on
here,' Stefanowski said . 'On the whole , I mean .'

Dowdy l ooke d a t him a little coldly . 'You
lmow why don 't you? ' he said superiorly ~ and t hen
he went on: ' Because they don 't do anything I

that's why. Be cause they just sit on t heir a sses
and don't give a damn about noth i ng . Hel l , it's
easy to be a nice guy that way , when you ai n't
trying t o do anyt h i ng. It 's when you got work to
be done, when you ' va got to turn t o with a bunch
of guy s , t hat you can really t e l l a good of f icer.
'Old Robert s , ' he said ; 'now, there is real l y a
good offi cer. He ge t s out there and turns to
himself~ and t urn s everyone else t oo and ~ by God ,
they st i ll like him . He ' s stil l a nice guy and
that' s t he t est . Ju s t because t he se other bas 
tards lie in their s a cks and don ' t bo t he r any
body, you say t he y 're al l ri~lt. How the he l l do
you know? ,20

19. John Horne Burns ~ The Gal l ery , p. 139.

20. He ggen , £E. cit., p. 151.
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In Tales of t he South Pacif ic this theme is presented

to us in both a sta t e d and implied manner .

The Connnander -narrator notes: 'trie looked at me with

the gr i m star e which officers see so often and which always

means: ' What in hell are you doing here,? ,u 21

La t er on i n the story he re cords the conversation of

some of the men ashore at Kur-a Le L , the island which i s as-

saulted and taken as the climax of the story .

'I was thinking of over t.hez-e , " Burke said .
'Them ot he r guys at Beach Red . Poor bastards . We
did all r ight . But this knuckle-brain Hendricks.
You know" Eddie " hones t to God" if I had a f ul l
bladder" I wouldn't l et that guy lead me to a
bathroom1 ,

'Yeah " maybe you 're right. He's so dumb he's
a colonel. That's all" a full colone l.'

' Plea se" Eddie" we've been through all that
be f ore. I got a brother wet the bed until he was
ele ve n. He's a captain in the Army. So what?
He ' s so dumb" I wouldn't let him make change in my
store. Now he's a captain l So I'm supposed to be
impre sse d by a guy that's a colonel l He 's a but
che r" t hat ' s what he is . Like I te ll you a hundred
times" the guy don't understand tactics .,22

The Caine Mutiny was primarily concerned with officer

action s in re gar d to other officers . But the theme is pres

ent and so are the evils of the caste system that cause it.

Queeg " the capta in of the ship" is explaining his views of

the officer-enl i sted relationShip to Willie Kei th . Willi e

has just bee n speaking to the captain on behalf of a s eaman

who was punishe d for readi n g on watch . Willie thinks t hat

21. Mi chener ,, ~ . cit. , p , 301 .

22. Ibid., p. 319 .
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because the capt ai n i s violati n g a regulation by transport 

ing a per s onal sto ck of whiskey h e should b e a little easier

on t he seama n who h as viola t e d a regulation . It is the

"rank h a th its privile ges" ph i l o s ophy that intensifies the

evil of the caste system.

'Sir , I 'm not sure that reading on watch is
any greater violation than transporting whiskey
aboar d ship . '

The captain laughed amiably . 'You've got a
point there. But rank hath its privileges,
Wi llie . An admiral can wear a baseball ca p on the
br i dge. That doesn't mean the he lm sman c an . No ,
Wi llie , our job -is to make damn sure that t he en
listed men do as we say, not a s we do.' (Jiggle,
jiggle, jiggle. ) 'And, as I say, the one wa y to
make them do as we say is to ~et godda mn tough
with them and make it stick.' 3

The a t t i t ud e of the enlisted man is later presented

whe n Willie Keith discusses the forthcoming trial of the

same seaman with the seaman .

' Wel l, anyway, sir, this Callaghan, this yeoman
said I sure as hell ought to plead not gUilty. He
says I 'm a cinch to get acquitted. He ' s not an
officer , so you can probably believe him.' 'That's
how I f i gure i t, sir,' the sailor said with perfect
seri ou s ne ss .24

In the Young Lions we are shown that t his officer ha

tred i s n ot a peculiarly American trait . A column of German

troops re treatin g from the French coastal defense area pass

a staff car which h as been machine -gunned by the Al lied air;

" 'Of f i ce r s ,' said a voi ce behind h i m.

23. Wouk , 2E. c i t . , p . 183 .

24. Ibid., p . 262.

'They wanted to ride.'
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The man behind him s pa t ~,25

This t heme is further defined by Alfred Hayes in All

Thy Conquests, when he describes t he movements of two G. I .s

on l iberty in a captured tom:

They slouched together up t he Via Veneto" the
bott l e making a bulge inside Schulte's woolen
shirt. Their uniforms were too hot ~ their boots
t oo heavy . The y moved" wi th t ha t l ong unmilitary
gait " past the entrances of embassies" shops"
caf es " hot e l s . The sentrie s did n ot s lap t heir
r i f le s for t hem" t he y were no t saluted" they were
t he concern only of t he hu s t l er s , t he sh oe shine
boys, the women se lling maps" the peddlers selling
mosaic bracelets . The y had no sha r e in the life
of the count ry" only in the de str uct ion of it.
They looked enviously and bit t er ly at the officers
of their own army and country wao sat" wi th women"
in the can e chai r s out s i de t he c afes . The offic
er s were clean wi th a cl e a nness th ey could not
a ch i eve ; •• ••

Thus it h a s been seen t ha t a Ha t r ed- of - t h e - Ca s t e - Sy s t em

theme e xi st e d and was o f major import. Some aut hor s listed

the ills of t he system. Some t ook spe c i fic viewpo int s ~ of-

ficer and enli sted man . But a ll acknowle dge t he p r e se nce of

a hatre d for the system, a ha t r ed t hat probab l y grows out of

t he rel a t i ve l y free and individualistic system of t he United

States.

Are a l l thy conquests " glor i e s " triumphs" spoils
Shrunk to this s mall rre a sur-e ? 27

--Julius Cae sar " Act 3

25. Irwin Shaw " The Young Lions~ p . 498 .

26. Hayes " Al l Thy Conquest s " p . 137 .

27. I b id . " i nit i a l page .
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Thi s quotation appears on the opening page of All Thy

Conquests . It is the keynote of the theme of the story. It

could well be the keynote of a theme that is prevalent in

all t he war fiction that this thesis considers--the theme of

the Def eat of Idealism . For in these novels idealism is de-

feate d in a number of ways; individuals with various ideal-

ist ic outlooks and aims are ground into the dust; liberated

count r ie s that eagerly welcomed the liberators find that

they have merely substituted one bad master for another; the

culture of the French and Italians wa s not freed from bar-

barous r ul e by the Americans but further subjected to it.

In @Bneral the novelists do not suggest that
t he war was foolish in its aims or that, given the
temper of its people, it might have been avoided
by wiser statesmanship . They were not disillu
s i oned with the war itself--so much as they were
wit h victory. And they are more than disillu
sioned; some of them are heartbroken at the con
t r a s t between our aims and efforts on one hand and
our a Chi e vement s on the other; between soldiers
dy ing in the jungle and soldier s drinking in the
Japane se houses of prostitution; between the de
lir i ou s joy with Which our men were gr e e t e d When
t hey marched into a liberated city and the despair
of the inhabitants When they learned that we could
be just as ruthless as the Fascists with the peo
pl e who had been pushed around already.27

W. P. Albrecht wrote an article entitled, "War and Fra

ternity," for the New Me xi c o Quarterly Review. In it he

defined fra ter ni t y as the absence of self-love , the desire

to do good f or the sake of others , an ap pr ec i a t i on for , and

t he adopt i on of, a moral cod e. He points out that thi s

28. Cowley , £E. cit ., p , 24.
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fraternit y is absent in the World War II Novel . Genera1s 1

ci vi 1ian s l American soldiers and American society itself are

found t o be deficient in democratic values . Black market-

ing l race prejudice and anti-Semitism in the military are

all pa r al l e l ed by similar happenings at home . This last

point is made quite clear by his consideration of the forma-

t i on of the characters i n The Nake d and the Dead l or by an

expos i t i on of the motives l the rea l mot i ve s l of the crusad
29ers in The Crusaders.

But it is his conclUding though t that is most appli

cable in the illustration of the theme of I dealistic Defeat.

He believes t hat all t he writer s f all into t hree gr oups:

The Pessimistic. Evi l tr iumphs; t he Li be r a l (or

Ideali st) is defeated as in The Na ked and t he Dead.

The Middle Gr oup . Evil is halted l the Idealism of t he

democratic state is restricted rather t han defeated as in

Guard of Honor or Mr . Roberts.

The Optimistic. Ev i l is defeated l the Good of Ideali sm

is co nsummat e d l but at gr ea t individual price l as i n ~ Bell
30

for Ada no or The Young Lions.

The belief that t he loss or defeat of ideals and idea1-

ism oc curs repeatedly in the Wor l d War II fiction is further

echoed by Wagenknecht's echo of Aldridge in The Cavalcade of

the American Novel:

29. StephanI The Crusaders.

30. A1bre cht l £E. cit. 1 p . 461 .
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As for 'war novel s' i n the narrower sense of
the term~ t he i r char a ct er i s t i c note, • •• is ' an
elabor a t e documenta t ion of war t i me misery ~ r anging
fro m t he s uff eri ng of the common soldier under the
fascist h i erarchy of the American Army~ to the suf
ferings of c iv i lians in countries dominated by a
corrupt American occupation force .' They ' s t r e s s
the cruel dispar ity between our ideals and our prac
tice, the ideals Which won us the war and the prac
tice s which lost us the peace . ,3 1

One of the Italian characters i n All Thy Conquests sums

up t hi s sha tter i ng of ideals:

The Alleati have promised us a grea t deal .
Bu t the only thing that arrives in any quant i t y is
barbe d wire . Eventually I expect to see the pen
i nsula from Taranto to Istria decorated with this
symbol of military authority. We are liberated .
We h ave been liberated from cigarettes~ shoes ~

meat, ga ao Lf.ne , and our women. As for me , I look
f orward to a winter full of amusing demonstrat ions
of fr i end l i ne s s on the part of the Engl i sh . I
expec t to see the Mediterranean be gin soon to fly
int o t he Thames. As for the Americani " the
French ~ and the Russians~ a ll of whom so profoundly
admir e beautifUl Italia~ our art~ our past~ our
cult ure --we l l" fratelli " all I can say is I would
not l ike to be caught alone in the dark of a men's
gabinetto with t hese great admirers of ours .32

Four of the novels considered--Tbe Gi r l on the Via Fl a --- --- -- -- --
minia~ ! Bell for Adano , All Thy Conquests and The Gallery-

concern t hemsel ve s with our actions in Italy . It is in

these four that the theme is strongest . This was the one

country t hat was early freed by the American forces and used

as a pe rmanen t a d vance base . Here ~ then , the difference

between the intentions and accomplishments can best be

31. Edward Wagenkne cht, The Cavalcade of the American
Nove l , p. 452 .

32. Haye s , Al l Thy Conque st s ~ p . 23 5 .
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studied. In France, the same situation e xd sbed , but for a

shorter time . In four novels mentioned, t he theme takes

many di fferent forms . It always presents t he basic idea,

that idealism is defea t ed .

I n the liaison between Robert and Lisa in The Girl on

t he Vi a Flaminia , ideal istic defeat is on the character

leve l. She is an Italian gir l , released from the German

yoke by the all-conquering American Army .

Li sa is not a woman of the streets, but sh e is
r e luctan t l y driven by hunger into a liaison of
conveni en ce wi t h the American soldier , Robert , a
callow All-Ameri can t ype who l ooks to h e r for sex,
not l ove . 33

In one of t~ir first encount er s she make s t he state-

ment that the pe opl e despise t he Ame ricans and then goe s on

to t ell why.

'Italy has been i n vaded by barbarians before,'
she said . . . • 'By what? ' he sai d. ' Barbarians l'
' Now I'm a barbarian.' The barbar ian th ing an
noye d. There was no reason i t should have , more
t han t he being stupid or arrogant or untrustwor
thy , but it did . 'Look,' he said, ' you may have
Leonardo da Vinci, but we've got U. S . St e e l .
'And it rusts ,' she said . 'And r.a Vinci peels

, ' I t lasts l onger than meta11' 'But it
ain' t so hot on a tank , ' he said • • • 'Why do the
Amer icans boast so much?' she said . ' ~fuy do the
Italian s complain so much?' he answered. 'We ' ve
suffered l' ' We didn't cause it , ' he said. 'You
bombed our cities . ' 'The Germans were in them,'
he said. ' And now you,' she said . 34

Later in the same s t or y, an Italian boy , a former Axis

soldier, speaks of the disillusionment that the Americans

33. Healy , £E. c i t., p . 267 .

34. Ha yes , All Thy Conque sts, p . 52.
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have caused.

'When we go into the street ,' he said, lean
ing forward , a ccusin g them , because of the uni
form, ' what do we see? Your colonels, in their
bi g cars, driving with women whose reputations
were made in the bedrooms of fascist bureaucrats 1
Wi th my country 's enemies t Or your soldiers ,
drunk i n our gutters . Or your officers, pushing
us off our own sidewalks! on , t he ma gni fi cent
promi ses the radio made us ! Oh, the paradise we'd
have ! Wait , wait - -there will be bread, peace ,
fr eedom When the allies comel But 1 where is this
paradise? \~ere is it signori--?1~5

Par t of this defeat is presented in a myth -debunking

form.

I don't know how much you k now about General
Marvin . Probably you just know what ha s been in
t he Sunday supplements.

Probably , you think of him as one of the he 
r oe s of the invasion; the gen i a l , pipe-smoking,
hi story -quoting , snappy-looking , adjective-defy
ing , divisional commander; the man who still wears
spur s even though he rides everywhere in an ar
mored car; the man Who fires twelve rounds from
his captured Luger pistol e very morning before
breakfast; the man who can name you the h er o and
dat e of every invas ion of Italy fr om t he be ginning
of t i me; the father of his division and the be
l oved deliverer of Italian soil .

You couldn 't be blamed for having this pic
ture . You can 't ge t the truth except from the
boys who came home and finally limp 0 ut of the
h ospitals and even then the truth is bent by
anger.

But I can tell you perfectly calmly that
General Marvin showed himself during the invasion
t o be a bad man, something worse than our troops
were t r y i ng to throw out . 36

The n oveli sts did not make this failure of idealism a

private l y-owned, American commodity . In The Young Lions ,

35. Haye s , The Gi r l 9E the Via Flaminia , p , 109 .

36. J ohn Her sey , ! Bel l for Adano, p . 42 .
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the Naz i i dealist, Chr i s t i an , encounters i t .

The whol e myth of comra de sh i p in \mr
And t he other men around him were swine . There
was no getting away f rom it . They thanked God
morning, noon a nd night they were in Rennes in
stead of out side Tr ipoli , or Kiev , and everyone
of t hem was busy making all sorts of black
marke t deals with t he French and putting away
pile s of mone y for the depression after the war .
How be comr ade s ,nth men like that? Money - l end
ers. War - dodgers i n uniform . Whenever any of
t hem wa s i n danger of being sent to one of the
fronts he pulled every wire imaginable , bribed
regimental c Le r-k s , anything , to remain where he
was.37

In Mis ter Roberts this theme is presented to us in a

particularly poignant fashion . The entire book, of course,

dramatizes t h e difference between the heroics of war as it

once was presumed t o have existed and its degrading and di s-

inte grating a ctua l i t i e s. The very name of the ship ,
I

Reluctant, a nd i t s i tinerary bet een Tedium and Apathy

herald the pre sen ce of the theme . Roberts tries throughout

the whole story to ge t near the fi gpting war . Just as he

achieves hi s ob jective he i s killed by a suicide plane .

This is a fina l i dea l i st i c defeat . But before it occurs,

while Roberts 1 s still on the Reluctant, he harasses the

hated captain by thr owi ng his pet palm tree overboard .

Shortly afterwar d the crew awards h im a medal on which i s

inscribed this sent iment: "Order of The Palm to Li eut .

D. A. Roberts, for Action Aga inst the Enemy, Above And Be-

yond The Call Of Duty , On The Night Of 8 May , 1945." When

37. Shaw, £E. cit., p. 132.
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the crew members have left, Rober ts turns to his roommate

and says, "Now I' ve go t a medal to show my grandchildren

• ; and for t he first time in perhaps fifteen years he

fe 1 t l i ke crying . ,,38

Be ach~ is unique because of its taut, prose -poetic

style. At the end of eaCh section there is a Short , sharp

comment t ha t sums up that Which has gone immediately before,

1. ~., "Happiness is a good t hing . Somebody oUght to start

it. " And it speaks 0 f the why of the war we a r e fighting

with the same caustic insight .

, • • • Ask a Jap
what he fights for and he will tel l y ou that
he h as also come a long way t o prot e c t h i s
home and family . So t here y ou have i t . Ame r i ca n s

and
Japs fighting for the thing t hey had before they

started
t o fight and giVing them up in order to fight
f or them . Christ , it doesn't make sense. The

ordinary American
wan t s no part of a Jap 's ho u se , and the common
Jap would be miserable living in Amer i ca . And yet

one
of t h em commits an act of aggression i n response

to
an order , and the other rises to re taliate in

a ccor dan ce
wi th na t i ona l conscription and they both endeavor

to kill each
othe r when commanded to do so . There are little

people
and there a r e big people , and the little people

are
in the 'over whe l mi ng majority, but j ust the same

t hey always
do what the big people t ell them to do . And
t hat is a t once the s i l l ie s t and the most out 

rageously

38. Heggen , . 2..E . cit . , p . 154 .
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imperti nent f orm of tyranny the world h as e ver
known" for

it is the perse cution of the many by the f ew.
Bat t l e doesn ' t determine ~o is right . Only who

is left . 39

There were many examples of the theme in Tales of the

South Pacific , but one of the most succinct and r evealing

occurred in the chapter entitled, "The Cave ."

' Si r l ' an enlisted man calle d out from the
pa t h almost directly above us on the hillside .
' V. I . P . coming ashore !' ' Whe r e ? ' Charlesworth
cried . As an Annapolis man he wa s terrib l y a t
t entive when any V. I . P. was about . He h a d l ong
s ince learned that hal f his navy job was to fight
Japs. The other half wa s t o plea se 'very impor
tant persons' when they chanced to notice h i m.
Like all Annapolis men" he knew that a smile from
a V. I . P• . wa s wor t h a direct hit on a cruiser.40

This last statement is made by the author about one of

his good characters . The navy officer , Charlesworth" goe s

on to do great things an d is held up as an example of a com-

petent officer . It is quite a cynical comment to say that he

has l ear ne d the value of a V. I. P . ' s smi l e . It is a demon-

strati on of the far -from-ideal conditions tha t exist.

In the Caine Mutiny , the failure of idealism is pre

sented most strongly in the climactic, after-trial speech

of Greenwa l d in which the Jewish lawyer admits that he had

used unfair tact i c s t o get an innocent man cleared by a

court-martial that never should have occurred in the first

39. Bowman" £E. cit . , p. 110 . The lines of Bo\~n are
presente d a s t h ey are wr it ten in the book , thirty lines t o a
page, ten words t o a l ine .

40. Mic~ener " £E. ci t . " p. 152.
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place. He bri ngs out the fact that Keefer 3 one of the

really evi l forces , i s goi ng to ge t away untouched . Maryk 3

t he honest man, is t hrough in the Na VY 3 his choice of a

life's work . 41

The angriest , most fervent presentat ion of this theme

is i n The Gallery . Burns lists explicitly that which ot her

officer s have mentioned only partially .

I remember that my heart finally broke in
Naples . Not over a gi r l , or a thing , but over an
idea. When I was little , t hey'd told me I should
be proud to bean American . And I suppose I was,
t ho ugh I saw no reason I shoul d a pplaud every time
I saw the flag in a newsreel. But I did believe
t he American way of life was an i dea h ol y in it
self, an idea of freedom bestowed by intelligent
cit i zens on one anothe r . Yet aft er a little while
in Naples I found that Ameri ca was a country just
like any other, exce p t t ha t she had more material
weal t h and more advanced plumbi ng . And I found
t ha t outside of the propaganda writers (who were
making a handsome living from the deal) Americans
were poor spiritually . Their ideals were some
thing to make do llars on . They had bankrupt
s ou l s. Per haps t his is t rue of most of the people
of the twentieth ce ntury . Therefore my heart
broke.

I remember t hat t his conceit came home t o me
in the crudest black and white . In Na pl e s in 1944
we Americans had everything . The Italians, ha vi ng
lost the war , ha d nothing . And what was the war
really about? I decided that it was because most
of t he people in the world didn't have the cigaret 
tes, t he gasoline , and the food that we Americans
had.

I remember my mother teaching me out of her
wisdom that the possession of Things implies a re 
sponsibili t y for Their use , that They shouldn't be
waste d 3 that haVing Things should ne ver dominate
my living. When thi s happens 3 Things become more
i mportan t than People . Comfort then becomes the
be-and-end-a l l of human l i f e. And when other

41. Wouk , £E. cit. 3 p . 447 .



people threaten your materia l comfort, you have no
recourse but to fi ght t hem. It na ke s no differ
ence who attacks whom firs t. The result is the
same, a ki l l i ng and a Chao s that t he world of 1944
wasn't big enough to stand.

Our propaganda did ever yth i n g but te l l us
AIDer icans t he truth: that we h ad mo st of the
riches of the mo dern world, but very little of its
soul. We were nice enough guy s in our own coun
try, most of us; but when we got over s ea s , we
couldn't resist t he temptation t o turn a dollar or
two at the e xpense of peo ple Who wer e already
down. I speak on l y of Italy, for I d i dn ' t see
France or Germany . Bu t wi th our Hol l ywood ethics
and our radio n etwork reasoning we didn ' t take t he
trouble to t hink out the fac t t ha t t h e war was
supposed to be against fascism--not a ga inst e very
man, woman and ' ch i l d in Italy•••• But t hen a
modern war i s total. Armies on the battlefield
are simply a r emnant fr om the old kind of war. I n
the 1944 war every one's hand ende d by being
a gainst everyone e lse's. Ci vilization wa s alr eady
dead, but nobody bothered to admit t h i s to h im
self.

I remember t he c r i me s I saw committed a ga i ns t
the I t alians as I watche d them in Naple s • In the
broadest sense we offere d the Italians security
and democracy if they came over to our s i de. All
we actua l l y did was kno ck the hell out of their
system a nd gi ve them nothing to put in its pl ace .
And one of the most tragic spe ct a c l e s i n all h i s
tory wa s the Italians ' faith in us --for a little
while, unt il we disabused them of i t . It s eemed
to me like t h e swindle of all humani t y , an d I
wondered if perhaps we weren 't all los t toget her.
Collective and so cial de cency didn 't e xist i n
Naples in August 1944. And I used to laUgh at our
attempts at relie f and contro l t he r e , for we undid
wi th one hand what we did with the other. •••

For all t his t hat I saw I could only a ttrib
ute a defi cient mora l and humane se nse to Ameri 
cans as a nat ion and as a pe ople. I saw that we
could mout h democratic catchwords an d ye t gi ve the
Neapolitans a huge black mar ket. I saw tha t we
could ~ate of the evils of fascism, yet be just
as ruthless a s Fa s c i s t s with pe opJ.e who had al
ready been pushe d into the gr ound . Tha t wa s why
my heart broke in Nap l e s in August 1944. 42

42. Burne, 2..E. cit., p , 302 ts ,
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It is almost unneces sary# after a considerat i on of t he

selections in t his chapter# t o sta te t hat there was an

awareness of the defeat of ideal ism i n the novel of the

Second Wor ld War . It was present in a powerful for m. For

some authors it was an important par t of t heir s t ory , a part

to be developed al ong with t he re st of t he e l e ments# as in

The Caine Mut i ny or Bea ch Red . For other authors, it was

the story, a s i n The Gallery or All Thy Conquests. But re

gardless of the part i t played # it was a maj or t heme in the

American World War I~ No ve l .

The Pr e sence of Prej udice is a s t r ong t heme in thi s

fiction.

Mar t ha Foley # writing in the December-, 1948 Survey

Graphic# stat e s that war fiction mirrors Ameri ca . In the

article she points out the prevalenc e of pr e judice , an t i -

Negro, anti-Semi t i c and other, in the American war no vel .

She cites a personal instance i n which she encountered a

bigoted member of the American Military Government . This

meeting cause s her t o a sk:

One que stion is- - what of t he military govern
ments we h ave abroad no w# i f he l ping a dminister
them are bigoted, pre judi ced me n l i ke t he one we
met in t he restaurant t hat eveni ng? That t here
must be many o f them is obv i ous from t he number of
times anti-Semitic# a nti-Ne gro sentiments are
vociferously expressed by Characters in our war
novels. 43

43. Foley#.£E. cit., p , 499.
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This idea of prejudice is not something new to the

American writers . When men from all walks of life and areas

of the country came into service they brought with them

t h e i r civilian beliefs and prejudices. If anything these

~ejudices were intensified by the unpleasantness and limi-

tat i on s of service conditions . The individual intolerant

G. I . is a microcosm of the area he represents . The au-

t h or' s portrayal of the bigot is a comment on the bigotry

that exists in the nation, more embittered and ironic, to

be sur e, under the pressure and nece ssitie s of war. One of

the novels that was considered in the research for this pa-

per was The~ of the .Qonquerors by Wi l l i am Gardner

Smith . Its main theme is this anti-Negro prejudice.

Its real value lies in its portrait of a
military ghe t to ~ -of What the Negro soldier feels,
thinks and hopes for, and what he found--iron
ically, in the wrong country.44

The story concerns a young Negro army man who is sent

to Germany on occupation duty. It is a s ort of a journal of

t he friendly treatment he received from the German people

and the prejUdice -inspired persecution of the same individ

ual by the color - c onsc t oue members of the army. All the

t h i ng s that he wa s deni ed in America he found in Germany,

1. ~ . , a cce pt a n ce , tolerance, an opportunity to live in

compl e t e color freedom . Finally When a group of colored

soldi er s are ordered home for an unmerited bad conduct

44 . Dempsy , Q..E . cit . , p , 1 .
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discharge , some of them go A. W. o. L. rather than go back

to the "home of the fre e. "

The Young Lions is the book in which this theme is the

stronge st. The entire story is an attack on anti -Semitism.

In h i s eff or t to attack this evil strongly and bitterly , he

make s t he war a nd consequentl y his novel revolve around the

prejudice and as a result of this emphasis there is a de -

cided feeling of d i s pr opor t i on.

This anti-Semi t i sm is first strongly stated wh en Noah

Ackerman's f at her dies . Noah calls the undertaker :

' One more thing , my dear man,' the voice went
on. 'One more thing . The last rite s , '

'Vllia t about the last r ites?'
' ¥fuat re ligion does the deceased profess?'
Jaco b had professed no religion , but Noah

di dn 't think that he h a d t o t e l l the man that .
'He was a Jew .'

' Oh. ' There wa s silence for a moment on the
wire and then Noah heard the woman's voice say,
gayly and drunkenly, ' Come on, Geor ge , les have
ano t her lit t l e drink .'

'I r egret,' the man said , ' t ha t we are not
equipped to handle funeral services on Hebrews .'

' What' s the difference1', Noah shou t e d . 'He
wasn't r eligious, he doesn't need any ceremonies .'

' Imposs i b l e ,' the voice said thickly , but
with di gni t y. 'We do not cater t o Hebrews . I'm
sure you can f ind many others • • • many others
who are equippe d to cremate Hebrews . '

Then t h e woman got on the phone . ' Li s t en , '
she said lOUdly, her voice brassy and whiskey
rich, 'why don ' t you quit ? We 're busy h ere . You
heard what George sa i d. He don 't burn Kikes .
Happy New Year . ' She hung up . 45

Gol ds t ein and Roth , the two J ewish members of the re con

platoon a r e t he obje ct of t h i s prejUdice in The Naked and

45. Mai l er , £E. ci t . , p . 52 .
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t h e Dead. The membe rs of t h e pl a toon brutally rebuff all

Golds t ein ' s at tempt s at fr i end shi p.

He wa s tired of hoping to make fr iends ith
t he m; t hey didn 't want to ge t along with h i m, they
hate d h im . Go ldstein smacked his fist a ga i nst his
palm in exasperat i on. ' How can You permit the
Anti-Semite s t o live, God?' he asked . He as not
religious, and y e t he be l i eved in a God , a per 
sonal God with wh om h e could quarrel . 46

Later Goldst e i n was called a "Dirty Ki ke " by Galla gher ,

another member of t he pl a toon :

He seethed, but wi th more t han se lf-pi t y n ow. He
understood. He" was the but t be cause there alway s
had to be a butt. A Jew was a punch i ng bag be
cause they c ou l d not do withou t one . 47

This happens just be f or e he i s kille d whi le attempting t o

hurd l e a gap in a mountai n le dge.

Prejudi ce does not play a strong part in The Caine

Mut i ny , but it i s pre sent .

Will i e liked J ews in a group , for their warmth ,
humor and alertness. This was t r ue though his
home was in a real estate d evelopment where J ews
could no t buy.48

The issue come s up a ga in in the trial of Mar yk , the

trial in which he is defended by the Je wi sh l awyer.

In the corridor, Gr e enwald l ounged a ga i nst t he
wall and remarke d to Maryk , 'Capta in Bl ake ly
doesn't like Jews. Int ona tion s on t he name
Greenwald. I have an absolute pi t ch f or those
harmonie s , ,49

46. Maile r , Q.£. cit. , p . 178 .

47. Ibid. , p . 558.

48. Wouk , ,2£. cit. , p . 20.

49. Ibid. , p . 386.
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Captain Motes is the sUbject of the sixth "Portrait" i n

The Gallery . He is a Southerner and is assigned to be the

commanding officer of a company of colored soldiers. "Every

month Captain Mot e s put in for a transfer away from his

nigra s. "50 He is finally reduced to playing solitaire and

say i ng, "These g oddam nigras will drive me mad .,,51

In the last "Portrait ,," oe , t he Jewish lieutenant,

speaks with a Jewish captain:

••• sometimes I se funny looks. Den dey ' r e say 
ink , He 's a Yid and he's got two silver bars and
he can't tuk American. So who is this Yid to be
commanding us? Let him go back to the pawn shop .52

At least a third of Guar d of Honor is built around a

"race incident." The Air For ce is attempting to form an

all -colored bomber group . The arrival of this group at the

air base and their subsequent segregation form part of the

main plot . A fair analysis of the colored problem is pres-

en t ed to us through the t houghts 0 f JUdge Ross" Colonel

Ross " the commanding general's chief advi sor.

Behind a black face might be a courageous
spiri t and a sharp i nte lligence; but you must ex
pe ct both to be dampened and spoiled by the inbred
r esi gna t i on, the experience of ~nerations bit
t erly resenting" yet always resenting impotently"
the v.hite man's yoke . Every day the ,\hite man's
greed and folly proved t ha t his claimed superi
ority was a lie . He was not clever; he was not
strong: he was not good: he was nobody 's born

50. Burns , £E. cit ., p . 91 .

51. I b i d. , p. 191.

52. Ibid . , p . 325 .
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master. Al l h e was, was , to a black man's sorrow
and shame, a little too much for most black men . 53

The above was an honest evaluation of t he s ituation.

But as evidenced by the excerpts below , t he ma j ority of t he

characters di d no t think this way.

This bomb group here--if and when it's acti
vatedl Does anyone in his r i ght senses th ink
that it will stack up with a good white medium
bomb group? Jesus God: by and large, man by man,
they just h aven ' t go t itl The Bible says hewers
of wood and drawers of wa t e r , and that was no
fooling! Look around you, use y our eyes, ask any
onel Talk t o Colonel Ma ndi b l e , commands the En 
gineer Corps her e . He was te l l i ng me last week.
Wha t t hose jigaboos can do to machiner y and equip
ment would break your heartl Give t he m a new
truck, and in a week it's ruined. Gi ve t hem a
machine gun and in ten minute s it wo n ' t fire.
Take away t he white officer s, and by night y our
squadron paperwork will b e screwe g

4
up so nobody

can ever stra i ghten it out ; •••
What you ' r e try i ng to say is t hat a Negro is

equal to a Whi t e man . Don ' t you se e t ha t if he
was equal, you wouldn ' t h ave t o b e dema ndi ng
'rights' for h im? ••• The two race s just aren't
equal. Anyone Who says t hey are, e i t her doe sn ' t
have good sense, or doe sn't know Negroe s .
No amount of chances, and noth i ng I coul d do ,
would change the fact t hat a Negro happen s to be a
member of a re latively infer ior race ; phys i cally ,
mentally, every way. I t may be t oo bad, from h i s
standpoint, and yours ; but it's true.55

All Thy Conquests also gi ve s us an example of t he prob

lem of ~ejudice.

I a in't for kee pin' niggers down but I ai n't
for holding the m u p. They can go ahead and ad
vance theirselves far a s they want but I don't

53. Co z zens , ~ . cit., p. 135.

54. Ibid., p. 204.

55. Ibid., p , 272.
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want and I won ' t stand for no n igge r come rubbin '
up a gainst me in a bus or sittin' in my lap in a
movie house or longside me i n a c afe . rtl shoot a
nigger fore I 'd al l ow him to start doi n ' what he
do up Nor th . I do believe that l Frenchy . I do
be lie ve I would .

From th ere i t went to t h e bar . At t h e bar it
got to how when you were in the line with the jigs
why the Pinetree boys were always having to go i n
and take back the ground the boys in the Buffalo
10 s t; and then it went fr om there to how they
shou l d have left all the jigs in Naples or in
Leghor n to run the motor pools because all a jig
could do anyway wa s run a truck , in the line they
were no good . 56

The prejudice theme is present in the Tales of the

South Pacific. One of t he cases h a s a slightly different

twist . En s ign Nell i e For bush is i n love wi t~ Emile De

Becque l a French planter . But because of her racial beliefs

she doubts t ha t she can mar r y h im .

Emile De Becque l not 'satisfied with Javanese
and Tonkinese women, had also lived wi t h a Poly
nes ian. A nigger ~ To Nellie's tutored mind any
person living or dead who was not wh i t e or yellow
was a nigger . And beyond that no words could go l
Her entire Arkansas upbringing made it imposs ible
for h er t o deny t he t ea ching s o f h er y outh . Emi l e
De Becque had live d with the n i gger. He ha d nig
ger Children . If she married h im , t hey wou l d be
her stepdaughters . •••

He had read of America . He kne w something of
it s mores and shibbo leths . And yet Nellie was
correct i n a ssumi ng that no Frenchman could under
stand why, to an Arkansas gi r l , a man who had
openl y l i ved with a nigger was beyond the pale.
Utterly beyond the bounds of decency 157

The name of the t heme i s the Pr e sen ce of Prejudice . In

all t he above cases it was demonstrated positively . A

56. Raye s l Al l Thy Conque st s l p . 246 .

57. Michener , .QE . ci t . I p . 1 13.
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section from Tal~ of the Sout h Pa ci f i c points i t up in a

ne ga t i ve mann er . It de s cr i be s Commander Hoag , poi nt s out

his good qualities, the fact tha t he wa s ~prejudiced. Un-

less t his prejudice wer e pr e sent , it wo uld not be necessary

to cite a man f or t he lack of i t . The l a t t e r part of the

ex cer pt a~ows t hat at t he Commander's death, thing s have r e -

turned to their former sta t e of act ive pre j udi ce .

I t hought 0 f Hoa g as I knew him" a ma n who
never buttoned h i s shirt proper l y. He was from
Atlanta , but he championed the Negro . He was a
rich man, bu t he befriended the me ane s t enlisted
man. He was a Genti l e , but he pla ce d Je ws in a
position of command , He wa s a man tired wi t h re
sponsibility, but h e saw to i t that other s got
rest. Yet when he di ed , a l oud-mout he d bully came
along to take his pl a ce . One night he called
Pearlste i n a Ki ke. Threatened to have no mor e
trouble with a bunch of goddamned nigger s . Cal l ed
hardwor king Di Vi t o a ' grease bal l , and y ou know
how t hey stand up i n war 1 '58

These, t hen, are manife stations of the ma jor t heme of

prejUdice t h at can be fo und in, a nd is c ommo n t o, t he Wor l d

War II Novel . They indi Vidua l l y reflect the same bi g and

serious proble m of our country, sh arpened an d intensified by

its presence in the mi ddle of a conflic t t hat was supposed,

among other t h ings, to do away with prejudice.

Three minor t hemes will be discussed in t he next chap-

t er.

58. Michener , £E. cit . , p. 325 .



CHAPTER III

THE MINOR THEMES

The three minor themes presented in this chapter will

be The Adver se Criticism of the United States, The Familiar

Landmar ks and The Presence of Idealism .

There is in these works a persistent thread of adverse

crit i c i sm of the United States . It is separate and distinct

from t he criticism of this country by the peoples with which

our military came in contact . It is present enough to de-

serve the title of theme . But The Adverse Criticism of the

United States is not strong eno ugh to be termed a major

theme •

In The Naked and The Dead, Norman Mailer de
scribes Americans departing for war as'a bunch of
t he dispossessed • • • from the raucous" stricken
bosom of America .' This is not an isolated opin
ion . In various ways it recurs time and time
a ga i n in the fiction of Wor ld War I I, fortunately
counterbalanced by an opinion of America and
Americans which is more optimistic and hopeful .
The r epresentative major novels of World War II
ar e at once a criticism and defense of American
society. l

Hoffman puts it this way: "There is in these novels,

[ t he American novels of the war J " an explicit and implicit

cr iticism of American culture that reaches deep into the

1. Healy , ~ . ci t . , p . 257 .
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leftist attitudes of the thirties . 11 2

And again , from another source:

Not only the generals , not only the civilian
soldiers , but American society itself is found to
be deficient in democratic values . Americans,
according to Mailer's general , have an ' exa gger
a t ed idea of rights due t hemselves as individuals
and no idea at all of the rights of others.' Black
marketing, corruption in Mi l i t ar y Government , race
prejudice , and sexual license are all paralleled
by activities on the home front .3

Many of the authors do not realize that t he problems

they present are proble ms that exist in our normal, civilian

soc ie t y. These pr oblems have been intens i f i e d through the

necessity of t he war. Author s that t his pa per is consider-

ing are primarily concerned wit h writing a novel of the war.

They are not d e l i ber a t e ly attempting to p r e sent a criticism

of the United s t a t e s . Thi s is why the theme is minor .

Those who realize too t t he ir character s are a commentary on

the society that spawned t he m ha ve subordi nated t his reali-

zat i on to the aims of t heir particular wa r novel . Those who

a r e unconscious of the adverse reflection of American cul-

t ure that their characters make contribute to the theme but

only in an incidental and accidental way .

I n The Young Lions , Michael Whitacre is in California

right after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor . On his way

to breakfas t the next morning he not ices a crowd outside the

2. Hoffman , £E. cit . , p . 172 .

3. Al brecht , £E. ci t . , p . 467 .
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neighborhood bank. It is composed or panic-stricken people

who are going to ge t their money out be ror-e the Japane se

come and bomb the vaults. This lack or raith prompts

Whitacre to wonder:

Are these the people, created on greatness by
the work or Jerrerson and Franklin, he thought l

are these the bitter f'ar-mer-s , hunters and cr-af'b a
men who came out or the wilderness, rurious ror
liberty and justice, is this the new world or
giant s sung by Whitman? 4

Still later in the story, just be f'or-e he is dr-af'ted ,

Whitacre again considers the people a nd the country ror

which h e is g oi ng to nght.

This was a time ror roistering and wild-eyed
soldiers, crazy with raith, obliviou~ or death.
Michael could see no raith-madness around him.
Civilians saw too much or the cheapness or war ror
raith • • • the chicanery and treachery or the
lovers or six per cent, or the rarm bloc, and the
business bloc, and the labor bloc. He had gone
into the good restaurants and seen the great boom
or heavy eaters, the electric exc itement and
pleasure or the men and women who were making good
money and spending it be rcr-e the government
claimed it.5

In the Wor l d War II Novel the individual characters

criticize explicitly and the entire work does the same im-

plicitly. But these spoken and unspoken attacks are not the

point or concentration or the novel. They are present, not

as orten as the major themes l more as something minor than

with the intense presence or the theme s that I ba ve

5. Ibid., p. 212.
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designated major.

One very sharp criticism on the objective, explicit,

personal level is to be found in Beach Red.

G. I. Joe t hey call h i m. ' G. I . Joe,' they say,
as

if it were somethi ng cute and cunning to be smi le d
at pa tronizi ng l y. Sure, lots of laffs. Pl ent y of

joke s. The
grinning kid . That's J oe . Ain 't he a f et ch i ng

lit t l e f e l la?
If al l there was to i t wa s just washing hi s
socks i n his helmet . I f a ll the re was t o i t
was j ust s pendi ng a night in a f oxhole. I f all
there was to i t was j ust e atin g the same tast ele ss
rations out of 'a can thr ee t i me s a day. If
all there was to i t was j ust SWinging down a
road while the Public Rel ations Offi ce pho t og -

rapher t ook his p ict ure--
then he would believe the peo ple who say h ow mag

nificent
h e is an d how f ul l of good humor he remains
and h ow he is co nducting himself through a dirty

bu s i ne s s
with the d ignity and courage and l aughter of an

Amer i can. 6

Mention has already been made of the cri ticism of the

United State s that was set forth in The Ga l l er y . 7

These are bri ef i llustr a t i ons of the th eme of Adverse

Criticism of the un i t ed Stat es . It is a cri tici sm of the

people that were i n the States when the man c r i t i cizing was

overseas, it i s a cr i t i c ism of t he t hought of Ameri ca , and

it is a criticism of the system t hat forme d t hat t hought .

The G. I . is pr e sent e d to us as a morally and frequen-

tly mentally bankrupt individual. Mos t of the American

6. Bowman, £E. cit., p. 101.

7. See pp. 35 and 36 of this thesis.
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chara c t e r s in the novel~ the men who make up the woof and

warf of the material l are spiritually and mentally impover -

i Shed. Even though this cr i t i c i sm of the United States is

no t int ende d as the main theme of the novel and l indeed ~

doe s not seem to be recognized by some of its creators~ it

st i ll is of value as a hi ghly effective commentary on the

American way of life l and the American letters that describe

it. The German girl who has read our fiction and then a sks

the question Life rather haltingly tries to answer - -where

can one find an American book which cont a i ns and explains

t he good l dedicated young Americans she ha s seen around her

in Munich--is making the point t ha t we are attempting to

make . 8

We have been gi ven a primitive man~ labeled American

G. I . His very presence is sharp criticism~ indeed.

In the t.neme-ide s Lgnat t cn , The Fami liar Landmanks ,

Landmar k means a sign or symbol significant of home that

ke pt recurring in this fiction. It has been said in many

place s more or less seriously that the stock things for

which Americans fought in the Second World War were Coca-

Cola l blueberry pie l and a seat in the center-field bleach-

er s , It is not the purpose of this thesis to judge the

a dvi sab ili t y of these landmarks . The fact that they are

present~ and inasmuch as they are present often I t hey f orm a

8. " Let te r t o a Fr-aul.e Ln ;" Lii'e , XXXVI I No .2 (January
III 1 954 )~ 28.
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material articulated suf'ficiently to be called a theme. Be-

cause of their nature , that of an arbitrary sele ctri on , they

coul d not be termed a major theme . Whiskey and Soda could

be just as we ll substituted for a landmark of American life.

These things, Coca-Cola " blueberry pie, etc ., have be en ar-

bitrar i l y but consistently presented to us as symbols of

home. Their presence did not contr i bute materia l l y to a

plot " nor was their us e i ntense en ough to meri t a major

clas s i f i ca t i on.

In God is ~ Co-Pilot, the G. I . ' s a greed t hat
what they were fighting for was " after a ll" the
American gir l . To us" they s a i d, she mean t cokes,
hambur gers and clean places to s l e ep .9

In Beach Red , Bowman describe s one o f h i s character s by

comparing his present posit i on, jungle fi ghting, wi th what

had been promised him, t heoretically" by his date of birth:

"The ca l endar slapped him on the back and offered l a ughter

and pretty ankles and seats on t he 50 yard l i ne a nd a coke

,,10a t the corner drugstore • • •

Later in the same book there is a list of t he t hings

that matter to a combat infantryman .

Here's what really matters to him : a paved street
lined

wi th familiar trees and a grassy lawn and a car
and a gi r l and a h amburger joint and a crowd
coming out of a movi e and a h ot bath and

9 . H. McLuhan " The Me cha n i ca l Bride , p . 118 .

10 . Bowman " £E . cit . , p . 12 .
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a gay necktie and t h e labor of a trolley going
uph i ll and a gl os sy pond and peanuts behind third

base . l l

Obviously the author s would have to use some device t o

indica t e the past that the men h ad le ft behind . It is the

fact that the authors used the same , or nearly the same sym-

bo ls t ha t is of interest . It points either at a shallowness

or insensitivity in the author l or at t he same defects in

t he people about whom he is writing .

In All Thy Congue sts there is recorded the f ollowing

conver sat i on of a gr oup of rear-ar eal chairborne troopers.

They are attempting to pa s s themse lves off as combat tough-

ened t roops . So t hey speak in t he i d i om of those troops.

A bluff colonel . Pl ay e d end for We s t Point.
They all pl ay ed end for We s t Point. We s t Point or
Notre Darne l and t hey were always in there before
the infantry . That and it was very fashionable
now to say you were frightened. Hone st stuff: you
wer e doing it for blueberry pie l and you admitted
you were fr ightene d . 12

In some cases the prevalence of t he same landmarks is

so strong that it would seem as if some of the novelists had

e i t her use d t he same source or copied from one another.

She loved the faces of airplane drivers l so
fre Sh and smiling l unsoured by t he i r grim task .
They were never bitter like the infantrymenl and
they were never over twenty-four l e ven if they
were full colonels . They were the sort of kids
you saw in drugstores who drank coke s , listened t o
juke boxes a nd whistled a t girls . 13

11. Bovmanl £E. cit. 1 p . 104 .

12. Hayes , All Thy Conque s ts l p. 213.

13. Burns , £E. cit. 1 p . 46 .
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This wa s f rom The Ga l l ery. Later in the same book ,

there is a descr i pt i on of the action taken when Washington

be gan to get worried that the foreign thought might affe ct

the Ameri ca n G. I .

Perhaps in Wa shi ngt on , the gener a l s had their
doubt s about t he perfect probity of the American
way of life and wished to make sure that overseas
we wouldn't come in contact with any other . Con
sequent l y we were flooded with American movi e s and
with Coca-cola to distract our wandering attention
and t o insure that we wouldn't fall into dangerous
f urren ways of think1ng . 14

The t h eme a ppears twice in Mi ster Roberts .

He had been dreaming and in h i s dream h i s dead
mother was t here; it was summer at home and h e was
going out to play tennis. His mother was sitting
on the porch drinking a coca-cola • • • . 15

In the sixth Chapter a feud between two of the officers is

cons i de red to r each very serious proportions when one re-

f use s the other a coke .

The soft-drink presentati on of the wor ld at home is

present a l s o in Ma i l er ' s work.

He l ooke d at the tied bundle of envelopes, sighed
and stamped on them, ' Addressee Ki l l e d in Act i on.'
He wa s about to put t he letters in 0 ne of the bags
a t his feet , when he noticed the return address.
He ski mmed through the letters a nd discovered it
was t he same on all of them . 'Hey, look at this ,'
he said t o his a s s i s t ant. The r eturn address on
the let ter s was ' Mom and Dad, 12 Riverdale Avenue,
Tachuche t , Indiana .' The a s s i s tant read it to
himse l f and t h ought for a moment of a rosy-cheeked
man and woman with gr ay i ng hair , the Mom and Pop
of a t hou sa nd billboard ads for soft drinks and

14 • Burns ,.Q12• ci t «» p. 309 .

15. He ggen, £E. c I t , , p , 41 .
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mouth washes and toothpastes. ' Ge e, isn' t it
sad,' he said. 'Yeah, it sure is.' 'Makes you
think,' the assistant said. 16

The writers used this de vi ce , t he listing o f t he same

familiar symbol, as a landmark. The soft drink was taken t o

represent all Ameri ca . Becau se it wa s used so frequently

and earnestly it can be called a t heme.

But besides be i ng a t heme, the u s e o f f amili a r l and-

marks can a lso be a comment on the authors and t he cul t ur e

about which t hey write . Mr . Robert s r ecall s a scene of no s-

talgia concerni ng his dead mother , and the author put s a

coke bottle in her hand . I t is a comment on the s l oppine ss
17

of Heggen ' s wri t i ng.

Th e ma j ority of t he writers use as a symbol of Ameri ca,

the soft drink. It would s e em as if the French were right

and t hat we did have a Coca -cola cUlture . 18

We have seen i n t he e ar l i er part of t his t hesi s tha t

the defeat of l deali sm i s a major t heme of the fiction we

are examining. I dea l ism and good people are presen~ to some

extent, however. But , pr obably because ideal ism i s no t be-

lieved in by t he major i t y of t he no ve l i s ts or t h e i r chara c -

ters, the Presence of I dealism is not a major theme .

16. Mai l er , £E. cit., p , 225.

17. There is always the possibility i n our present-da y
fiction, which draws so heavily on the auto-biographical,
that Mr. Heggen's mother drank that particular beverage, but
an author must be aware of the danger of his falling into
cliche'" and cheapening his effect.

18. "The Sun Never Sets on
20 (May 15, 1950), 28-32.

Cacoo l a , " Time, LV, No .
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A characteristic of almost all t he books is
t h e number of good persons they depict in the
midst of what seems to be a hopeless world l i. ~ .,

Lt . Moe Schulman in The Ga l l er y , CarJa in All Thy
Conquests l Goldstein and Ri dge s in The Naked and
t he Dead l Mr . Roberts in Mi st er Roberts . 1S ---

Mr . Robert s would almost be an exception. He and h i s

i dea l ism are t he moving force of t he novel. The r e f or e in

thi s one case it would be a theme of major proportion . But

i n t h e rest of t he works l wi th one i mportant exception, the

pre sence of idealism i s of minor consideration.

Sometimes t his ' qua l i ty i s pr e sente d as an aside or a

secondar y paragraph as in Beach Red:

You on l y see bu ckskin shirts in t he movi e s t he se
days

but t he shar pshooter's e ye is still ther e , and t he
guts

and the i n solent coolness and t he lar ge chew of
toba cco.

You ' r e exhi l arate d and g i ddy at be i ng par t of all
t h is,

and you feel t hat nothi ng ca n stop you no w. Noth-
ing.

You can go an d bring back t he whol e univer s e
on the end of your bayonet and s tamp it neatly
with your re gi mental i nsignia and you can lift t he

ocean
and all its sh i ps and put it in your fie l dpack
and you can load t he stars i n your r i fle's chamber
and nonchalantly take some rifle practice at the

whirling c osmos .
It's a corny feeling and a hammy fe e ling and a
kidstuff feeling to be able to look anyone

strai gh t in
t he eye and say, 'Hell , man--I was there, too . '
But it's a strong feeling and it 's a big feeling
and you see it reflecte d in the men a round you . 20

19. CowleYI~' cit . , p . 24 .

20 . Bowman I ~ . cit. I p , 25.
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Th i s i deali sm is no t alwa y s put o n exhibition a n d la-

beled i r eve n in t he a pologet i c t e r ms or • Bowman . Some -

times an auth or will br ing it out in the de scription or a

routine j ob .

They h ad b ut on e t h i n g in common . Each man
as h e came i n t o see me ~ f'Lnge r-e d hi s h at a n d
looke d r ooli sh. Alm os t all o r t h em sa id some thing
like: ' I h e a r you got a j ob~' or ' Wha t's t hi s
about a job?' I h a ve s ince learned t hat whe n the
Japs wa n t volunte ers ror s omet hing undul y risky )
t he i r orr ice r s ri se and ~~out at the men about a n
cestors ~ e mper ors) and gl ory . I n the Sea Bee s ~ at
least ~ you s or t or p ass t he word a round ~ and
pretty s oon ror ty guys come amblin~ in with their
hats i n their hands ) ner vous like . 1

Or else the author make s mention or a s i n g l e) small oc -

currence:

I was rl own down t o Konora to r ecr u i t a v i ati on re 
placeme n t s ror LARU 8 ~ which h ad been destroyed at
Kura l e i . As alway s t h e r e was ten volunteers ror
each j ob up r ron t . 22

In Guard or Honor ) one or the minor characters is a

happy - go -luc ky pilot . Co zzens u s es him to illustrate the

presence or t his ideali sm . Notice the carerul underplaying ,

indeed the care r ul l y perve r se e xpress i on or i de a li sm as

"b u sh wa h " in a socie t y or i ndividua l s af'r-a Ld to be caught in

openly labele d idealism.

He wi pe d hi s l i ps o n t he back or h is hand a n d
said: ' Ga she d wi th hono r a ble scar s, l ow i n gl or y ' s
lap they lie . Though they rell ~ t hey r e l l l i ke
stars , streamin g s plendor d own t he s ky l' As
t ounded , Na thani e l Hicks sa i d: ' What's t hat)

21 . Miche ner , £E . c i t . ~ p , 244.

22 . Ibid . , p , 319 .
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Gene? Bushwah? ' ' I t ' s a poem,' Captain Wil ey
said , gr i nning . 'Sure, it's bushwah . ger e ' s s ome
more I read .' He frowned attentively . ' The i r
shoulders held the sky sus pended; t hey stood and
earth's foundations stay; wha t God abandoned, t hey
defended , and saved the sum of things for pay .'
He smiled with p l ea sure . ' Ma ke s you think, Nat 1 '
he said .

It did indeed; Nathaniel Hi cks reflected . It
was wise to bear in mind that the man who de
claimed against bushwah usually concealed some
where in h i m the ordinary deep human love of i t . 23

Major Joppolo reflects this idealism for t he Italian

pe ople of t he town of Adano . The y are unabl t o comprehend

t he workings of d emocr a cy and he ca l ls the t own council to-

ge t h er and explains it to them .

Democracy is th i s : democracy i s that t he men
of the government are no longer t he masters of t he
people . They are the servant s of t he peopl e .
Wha t make s a man ma s t er of ano t her man? It is
that he pays him for h i s work . Who pays t he me n
in the government? The pe ople do , for t hey pay
the taxes out of wh ich you are paid. 24

Idealism in these nove ls takes many far ms. I t is pr e s -

ent i n The Caine Mutiny \Vhen Wi l l i e decide s t o s top p l ay i ng
25the p iano for the a dmiral 's partie s and go to s ea . It is

present in The Naked and t he J?ead in t he a ct i ons of Lt .

Hearn . Moe Schulman, t he infantry officer of The Ga l l er y ,

e xh i bi t s it when he tries to save the lives of so me captured
26

Germans . It is present as a theme all through t his

24 . Hersey , ~ . cit . , p . ,240.

25. Wouk,~. cit . , p . 63 .
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fiction . But because it does not (with the exce ption of The

Young Lions and Mi s t e r Roberts ) contribute materially to t he

p lot and story development , it is a minor t he me .

The Young Li on s is the only one o f t hese novels t hat i s

openly idealistic . Shaw i s attempting to carry a message .

He f ails . He portrays three characters for us . The only

one that emer ges as an individual is t he evil one , Diestl .

The i de a l i s t i c one , Ackerman, never really jells . The mor e

idealistic he becomes, the more goodness is piled on his

back, t he more he resembles a man of straw . Shaw does not

seem t o be a b l e to write believable idealism. pe r hap s it is

because of our cynical society t hat h a s ~~ i s reluctance f or

idealism as a h e r i t a ge from t he Thirties. The following ex-

cerpt from Shaw 's avowedly idealistic novel illustrates i ts

r eal s t r e ng t h, which is in fact anti -idealist ic . Ideali s m

is a ctually put into practice only at t h e comba t i nfantry

l e ve l, a n d t hen only under the mos t pressin g circumstances,

when man has been reduced to near animality . Shaw 's very

f igure and the words which describe this basic equality and

idealism are a mockery , a par aphrase of the ideal, Christian

s ta t e.

The exiles, living in mud and fear o f death ,
h ad , in one way , at least , found a better h ome
than those from which they ha d been driven , a
b lood spattered Utopia , now on the fringe of
German soil Where no man was rich and none poor,
a s he l l burst democracy where all living was a com 
munity enterprise , where a ll food was distributed
a cc or d i n g to need and not according to pocket ,
where light , h e a t , lodging , transportati on, med
ical a t t e n t i on, and funera l arrangements were at
the co st of t he go ve r n me n t and available with



ab solut e i mpa r t iality to black and white , Jew and
Gentile , worker a nd owner , Where the means of
production , in this case Ml ' s , 30 cal . machine
guns , 90 's , 105 's , 204 's , mor t ar s , bazookas , were
i n the hands of the masses; the ultimate Chr i s t i an
socialism in which all worked for the common good
and t he only leisure class were the dead .27

27 . Shaw , £E. cit., p . 574 .

58



CHAPTER IV

CONCLUSION

It was sta t e d in t he preface of t his thesis that t h e

object of t he thesis was to look for common t hemes in t he

fict i on of t he Second Wor l d War . This field was felt to be

plastic , s t i l l incomplete in both the departments of orig

inal wor k a nd cr i t i ci sm of that work . But t he recognition

of t he mes could be done now and coul d pos s ibly serve as

groundwork for the future criticism. The seven t hemes iden-

t i f i e d a re present in a significant way in t he fict i on of

World War II. Their critical i nt er pr e t a ti on may vary , even

diame t r i cally change, but t he t hemes themselves are a con-

stant fact or.

Seven themes h ave been shown , four ma j or and three mi-

nor . Ther e we r e t wo o ther themes not formally discussed

because of t h eir obvious and common n a t ure . One of them is

t he presence of sex in these works . I t s existence in the

~or ld War II Nove l is a commonly known fact . Fa t her

Gar di ne r ' s essay i s t Healy makes the observation:

••• sex a l so wore a uniform as the fifth h or se 
man of t he Apocalypse . Like every part of normal
human a ct iVity , sex was highlighted in the abnor
mal s itua t i on of war . l

1 . Gardiner , £E . cit . , p o 259 .
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He na.ke s thi s sta teme nt i n a paragraph in which he i s

discussing sex as t he one uni f yi ng f actor common to all war

novels. B~ cause of t he common knowledge of this and be cause

of the fre quent l y str ong expression of the matter in the

novels, i t did not s eem necessary nor prudent to subject it

to exposition.

The other theme no~ discussed was the language of the

novels. Thi s thesis does not seem to be the place to dis-

cuss t he ve r y old question of an imprudent or inaccurate ex-

pression ver sus artistic integrity. It suffices to say that

the common usa ge of common l anguage constituted a theme in

this work . This use ranged from the effectivene ss of coarse

speech i n Mister Roberts at one end to the monotonous repe-

t i t i on of it in The Naked and the Dead at the other .- - -- -- ---
Pr e l iminary research and thought on this fiction indi 

cated t hat t wo specific ideas might assume the stature of a

t heme. They did not assume this import but they are worthy

of a passi ng mention . One was the Wwhat-am-I -doing-here?"

idea or quest i on, and the other was an attempt to define

war. The former was strongly presented in The Gallery but

it received litt l e attention elsewhere . It would seem that

soul-searching, a t least of this particular type , is not an

impor t ant charac ter ist i c of the American . Or is this the

most condemnat ory crit i cism of all , that t h e American i s too

dis i nterest ed in anything beyond the personal on a most ob

vious l eve l , his comfort or safety, to a sk , "What am I doing

here ? !' The novelists do not help u s with thi s probl em
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exce pt perhaps negative ly and unconsciously .

The attempt a t a definition of war was sketchily made

in Tales of the South Pacific 1 The Caine Mutiny and Al l Thy

Conquests. Most of the novelist s a ccepted General Sherman 's

definit i on wi thout que stion . Neither of these ideas was put

fort h wi th sufficie nt intensity of purpose or appearance to

be called a theme.

It wa s ori ginally i n tended mer ely t o catalogue the

themes . Bu t it would be i mposs i ble to do this without form

ing opinions a bout t he theme s or the men who made them .

Each t heme was a commentary on both its specific f i e l d and

the man who presente d i t . By studying the themes we ar e

able to form a pi cture o f the literary heritage that the

writers of war f i ct i on brought to the field and the culture

of the country t hat formed t his heri t age .

The section on prej udi ce showed us some of the various

examples and trea t me n ts of s ocial di scrimination that ex

isted in t hese works . One of the novels was a full -fledged

treatment of pre judi ce written by a co lored novelist . But

the more typical use of it was t o shove it down to t h e minor

characters and to incidental treatment. This in itself is a

kind of prejudice which reflects on a national i nabi lity t o

see our pr ob l ems qu ite as t he rest of the world sees them .

The Def ea t of Ideali sm and The Reduction to Zero show a

type of thought t hat is a di r ect result of the l iter ary at 

titudes of t he Thirties . The aut h ors of t hese no ve ls grew

and matured in a de pr e s sion atmosphere . They were r aised in
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a l i terary or ld t hat h ad no v alues to sacrifice , no l a s t o

rebel a gains t. They h ad lear n e d that if you d id not stand

idealisti cally t a ll, hen you fell the pain as not so

great. It is not difficul t f o r t hese n ovelists to write of

t he d e f e at of i d ea l ism and the p r e s e n ce of nada .

Th e Criticism of t he Un ited States is a result in a way

of the leftist att itudes of t h e Thirties when thi s was the

popular t hing t o d o . It is a lso present because certa i n

artists ever since He nry James h a ve seen di fference s between

our civilization and Europe ' s . Th e nove l i s ts write cy n ic

ally of the American s old ier on a Grand Tour or Crusade to

illustrate their p o int . In do i ng so t hey attack t he culture

of this country.

The y h a te t he ca s t e s ys t e m. Th i s i s partially d ue to a

rediscovery by experience of the necessary h ardships and ,

frequently, c ruelties of a s y s t e m of command . But it is

also an idea t hey h ave acquir e d f rom American s ociety in

ge ne r a l re garding auth or ity and fro m an earlier gene r a ti on

in particular, who raged a gainst t he same c a ste sy s t e m in

such books as Three Soldiers.

Finally they speak he s i t a n tly o f a n i dea lism in man ,

which would seem t o be a mild re volt a ga i ns t t he natural ism

o f t he depression years a nd earlier t ha t was par t of t heir

literary h e r i t age .

One final considerati on concerns t he valu e of the se

novels. It is n ote d t hat t he t wo n ove ls that are p o s s i bly

the most famous o f the firs t ·or l d Wa r , All ~iet ~ the
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We stern Front a nd A Farewell to Arms , did not appear until

t en years af t e r t he f inal "cease fire . It It doe s not seem

that "the" n ove l of thi s war has yet been written.

The se roe n , the authors of the "new" war novel, had

Hemingway to emulate and master. But they did not have the

new field that Hemingway had . There have been too many

war s, too many deaths between Hemingway's war and ours. The

nat ure of this last war was global . It was not confined to

a front , a sector, or a cont inent . In their efforts to por

t ray this the authors too often gi ve us a broad, wide and

sha l l ow concept . They are too busy listing the exciting raw

materials i n a two -dimensional manner to consider the third

dimension - -depth, or significance of the matter . They at

t empt too much and accomplish too little . War becomes the

unintende d protagonist 0 l' their story, not the fr- a me in

Wh ich t hey developed that story . As a chief character it

hobble s t he efforts of the writer .

Two of the greatest war novels, The Red Bad ge of Cour

a ge and War and Peace, have been written by men who lacked

t h e personal experience of war . In many cases it would seem

as if t he World War II wri ter was not benefited by his ex

perience . He went off to war or to the observation of it

wi th a pre conceived idea in mind . When he came home he

pr esented thi s i de a of war well mixed with sex, creed and

color be l ief s ,

Finally there is the ques t i on of technique. It seems

right to say that t here are n o n ew forms , no new te chnique s
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discovered by the war novelists as yet. They continue in

the generally realistic, occasionally naturalistic, direc

tion o~ the decade and the decades be~ore them, ~lattening

out the picture rather than showing what are probably its

true complexities by new arrangements and structures. As

the "Presence o~ Familiar landmarks" showed, the constant
,

use o~ cliche symbols indicates either conventional care-

less thinking or careless writing by most o~ these authors,

probably carelessness in both. The ~requent presence o~ at

least three stock characters--~~e idealist, the intellec-

tual, and the member o~ the persecuted minority--indicates

an unthinking belie~ that the way one musters a war novel

crew, squad or army is to liberally sprinkle his creation

with one o~ each together with a typed representative o~

each o~ the geographical sections o~ the United states.

A brief jUdgment on the war novels as a group would be

only quali~iedly complimentary. There are ~ar too many

~ailures among them, despite occasional strength and power.

Shaw, Mailer, Wouk, practically all of the novelists con-

sidered, have in their work serious ~laws blu~r ing or ne

gating their intentions. But, more importantly, the lower-

ing horizons o~ sex, sociology, psychiatry, o~ a callous

ness, brutality and ignorance of which the authors them-

selves are too o~ten unaware, make the truly superior per

f'or-marice impossible.

Perhaps on a day some catalytic distance away, when

most o~ the above has clarified itsel~ and when not only the
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determination c'r the nature of the Amer i can fi ghting ma n as

either near-beast or possessor of higher values is made but

a lso t he significance of such a determination is a pprehen-

ded , perhaps then, one of the authors or a member of t he

same gener a t i on wi 11 write "the It novel of the war. I t is

likely t hat if written it will h a ve many of t he t hemes ob -

ser ve d here written down , however, wi t h mor e of a sense of

t he i r possible significance and hence written wi t h a new

emph a si s and poss ibly a new structu re . It wi l l h a ve t o be

an effort "abo ve an d beyond" the calibre o f the present

works, and at the mome nt it would seem ri ght to quote

R. C. Hea l y in conclusion:

Like the Gr e a t American Nove l , The Gr ea t Amer 
ican War Nove l seems to be a t empting mira ge ,
tantaliz ing i n the d i s t ance but never quite a t
tainable . 2

2 . Gardiner , £E. cit . , p . 271 .
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