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Understanding America in Wartime:
The Case for Citizenship

Christopher Capozzola

(Associate Professor of History at Massachusetts Institute of Technology)

When the New York journalist and
intellectual Randolph Bourne died in
the influenza epidemic of 1918, he left
on his desk an unfinished manuscript
entitled “The State.”
two years, Bourne had watched his

In the previous

country join the First World War, and
was appalled at the war’ s speedy mo-
bilization and its equally swift trans-
formation of American life. Not long
before, in June 1916, the progressive
Bourne expressed his hope for the di-
verse future of what he called in an
Atlantic Monthly magazine essay “Trans-
National America.” Now, in the last
days of the war, his writing took on a
more somber tone, and in his manu-
script he offered one of the most fa-
mous lines of twentieth-century U.S.
political history: “war is essentially
the health of the state.”
dred years, Bourne' s aphorism has

For a hun-

prompted scholars to place the state—
its institutions, its practices, and its
leaders—at the center of our his-
tories. But what if we focused on
“citizenship” instead?

No one will deny that comprehend-
ing politics is essential to understand-
ing the causes and consequences of
war, whether on the battlefield or the
home front. But among Americanists,
the last twenty years have witnessed
a revival and redefinition of political
history that make a case for taking a
broader perspective. Drawing on ex-
amples from U.S. participation in the
wars of the first half of the twentieth
century, I hope to suggest how the con-
cept of citizenship can help us see the
politics of war in new ways.

When scholars employ the term
citizenship, they often use it in two
ways, both of them equally necessary

to our methodology. The term refers
first of all to a formal category of
political personhood, the cluster of
rights and obligations codified into law
by a nation-state. Studying citizenship
in wartime thus rightly begins with
politics, and with careful attention
to laws, states, and institutions. The
stakes of membership have been high
during wartime. In World War I, citi-
zens found themselves subject to the
newly passed Selective Service Act of
1917, while those who were citizens
of Germany were required to register
as enemy aliens. A generation later,
though, the Fourteenth Amendment’ s
guarantee of birthright citizenship did
little to protect the rights of U.S.-born
Japanese Americans, who made up
the majority of those interned under
President Franklin Roosevelt' s Exec-
utive Order 9066.
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But citizenship is more than a
legal category; it is also a cultural one.
Historians now press us to examine
Americans’ notions of membership
and belonging, their feelings of equal-
ity, their sense of dignity. Affect may
be difficult to trace in law books and
legislative debates, but it nevertheless
has its own rich archive. In the early
twentieth century, African Americans
were citizens of the United States on
paper, but not in practice. Their efforts
to serve in units such as the “Harlem
Hellfighters™ of the 15th New York Na-
tional Guard, their insistence on being
trained as military officers, and their
fights during World War II to gain
access to meaningful work in defense
plants demonstrate that for scholars,
understanding political inequality re-
quires going deeper than the surface

question of formal citizenship.

So too we must broaden our defi-
nition of politics beyond voting, legis-
lating, litigating, and protesting. Citi-
zenship can help us see the political
stakes under the surface of suffragist
women' s parades in support of—or
against—U.S. entry into the First World
War. Wartime rumors that neighbors
were hoarding sugar or their sons were
dodging the draft were not idle gossip,
but subtle debates about the power and
authority of the expanding wartime
state, debates carried on by men and
women historians have not typically
viewed as political actors. Even sol-
diers’ music embedded notions of citi-
zenship: what must it have meant to
aging Civil War veterans to hear nor-
thern and southern soldiers singing the
same songs as they marched off to war

RANDOLPH BOURNE

... the health of the state.”

in Cuba in 1898? What must it have
meant to African American soldiers—
or Afro-Cubans—when they heard
only white soldiers whistling “Dixie”
in military camps?

One kind of citizenship could trans-
form another. The large-scale conscrip-
tion under the Selective Service Act
brought the state’ s scrutinizing gaze
into the private lives of millions of
recent immigrants, and made them
visible to native-born middle-class
Americans who rarely wandered into
ethnic ghettoes. Some progressives
responded to wartime depictions of
American diversity by embracing
Bourne' s “Trans-National America” or
the “immigrant gifts” described by set-
tlement house founder Jane Addams.
But in fact the draft brought millions of
Ellis Island’ s recently processed immi-

The New York journalist Randolph Bourne (1886-1918) wrote
often about war and citizenship. After the war and just before
his early death from influenza, Bourne reflected that “war is

HARLEM HELLFIGHTERS

These soldiers of the “Harlem Hellfighters,”
mostly volunteers with the 15th Regiment
of the New York National Guard, were
photographed after being awarded the French
Croix de Guerre in 1919. Their struggles for
equal status as soldiers redefined the terms of
citizenship for African Americans in the years
during and after World War 1.
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grants not only in front of Uncle Sam,
but before a doctor and a dentist too.
After the war, some Americans pored
over the distressing findings compiled
in books such as Defects Found in Drafted
Men (1919) and concluded that the
draft showed the need for immigration
restriction and firm eugenic policies.
Nativists would score a major victory
with the Immigration Act of 1924,
which drastically reduced migration
from southern and eastern Europe.
Thus contests over citizenship in
the cultural sense sometimes shaped
institutional and legal structures.

Of course there are risks in framing
a historical inquiry into war too rigidly
around the concept of citizenship. One
mistake would be to underprivilege
party politics: Americans who lived

through the bitter partisanship that
marked the Philippine-American and
Korean wars would be surprised to
see—and might reasonably object
to seeing—those conflicts explained
primarily around questions of race and
empire. Another danger is in giving
agency to war itself, making it an in-
nocent engine of social reform that
expands opportunities for oppressed
groups and rewards their patriotic ser-
vice with broad postwar rights. Pro-
gressively minded historians should
not repeat the errors of the progres-
sives themselves, who hoped to make
war, as philosopher John Dewey so
memorably put it, a “plastic juncture,”
in which war is made to the do the
work of social progress—war puts ink

on the Emancipation Proclamation,

medals on the Japanese-American
chests of the 442d, a riveter in Rosie’ s
hands, and a union card in her pocket.

Randolph Bourne certainly didn’ t
make that mistake. In his June 1917
essay for The Seven Arts on “The War
and the Intellectuals,” he condemned
figures such as his mentor John Dewey
for scratching “the itch to be in the
great experience.” Bourne doubted the
plasticity of Dewey' s juncture and re-
minded him—and us—that war is “the
most noxious complex of all the evils
that afflict men.” Our obligations as
scholars to understand the politics
of war require us to look as broadly
and think as creatively as Randolph
Bourne did a century ago.
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The American War in Vi-

etnam: Lessons Learned
and Not Learned
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On June 30, 2015, W. D. Ehrhart, teacher
at The Haverford School in Pennsylvania and
Vietnam War veteran, delivered a presentation
titled “The American War in Vietnam: Les-
sons Learned and Not Learned,” at the Center
for Pacific and American Studies (CPAS).
Ehrhart offered rare insight into the mind of
a marine who experienced the Vietnam War
and continues to grapple with its aftermath.
His fiery seminar explored the recasting of
the Vietnam War from a disgraceful war into
one fought for a noble cause, as well as the
lessons both learned and ignored by America.
Through his analysis of the lessons drawn
from the war, Ehrhart argued that the Amer-

ican government has heavily distorted the his-
tory of the Vietnam War, and that few Amer-
icans are challenging this version of history
today.

Ehrhart began his seminar by first disman-
tling the image of the Vietnam War veterans

coming home to a hostile crowd. The sight

of weary veterans returning home only to be
greeted with denigration has been a central
part of the Vietnam War narrative, but Ehrhart
contended that this image was a myth con-
structed after 1975 and utilized by those in
power to restore the American military to its

former glory. Instead of being vilified and

&
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spat upon, the veterans came home to silence
and a country untouched by the destruction
overseas. President Barack Obama had called
the treatment of the Vietnam War veterans a
“disgrace” in his 2012 Memorial Day speech
to commemorate the 50th anniversary of the
Vietnam War. According to Ehrhart, however,
the true disgrace was the war itself, in which
the most powerful nation in the world waged
war against a people who wanted nothing
more than to be left alone.

Few Americans, including the veterans
themselves, were willing to accept their coun-
try’ s participation in a war that went against
the founding principles of liberty and justice.
When Ronald Reagan referred to the Viet-
nam War as a ‘noble cause” in a campaign
speech in 1980, Americans eagerly accepted
his version of the war because they could not
reconcile the idea of an America that pro-
tected freedom and rights to one that waged
a disgraceful war. In this manner, Reagan not
only exploited the experiences of the veterans
in order to restore the battered reputation
of the American military, but also allowed
Americans to avert their eyes from the true
nature of the war. Policymakers concurrently
began their reassertion of U.S. military in-
tervention as a legitimate tool of American
foreign policy, and the U.S. military steadily
rehabilitated its image. The American gov-
ernment learned from the Vietnam War that
most Americans did not care about the lives
lost in conflict so long as it was not the Amer-
icans who were killed. This lack of interest

in the deaths and plight of others allowed the

2015%F6H30H CPASE=F—ICT

government to wage wars without serious
domestic opposition. Ehrhart also pointed out
that few Americans question the sanitized
version of the war perpetuated by the govern-
ment, and are content to accept a version of
history riddled with errors. He concluded his
seminar by noting that the U.S. government
has yet to learn the lesson that no amount of

military power can achieve unrealistic goals.
Ehrhart’ s seminar was unlike any of the
previous seminars held at CPAS in that it was
imbued with personal experience and inter-
pretations of history. Although his concept of
“actual history” is inextricably linked to his
experience in Vietnam and thus may differ
from the interpretations of other scholars,
Ehrhart provided a lesson that cannot be
found in textbooks. One of the most memor-
able moments of the seminar was when he
described his seminar activities as a “penance”
for his actions in Vietnam. Ehrhart holds a
pessimistic view of where America is heading
as a nation, but he was willing to share his
experience and impart his knowledge on the
Vietnam War in an effort to rouse individuals
to question history. His analyses on self-
reflection, feelings of shame for past actions,
and public ignorance of history are especially
powerful in light of how our own government
is on the verge of treading a similar path to-
ward militarization and arrogance. Ehrhart’ s
seminar was a grave lesson to those in the
audience that we can either choose to learn
from the past, or to ignore what it has to offer.
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