
"Seeing" an Everyday State: The Geopolitics of
20th Century United States Military Veterans

Item Type text; Electronic Dissertation

Authors McGovern, Jeffrey

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 16/05/2023 14:29:33

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/293481

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/293481


 

 
 

“SEEING” AN EVERYDAY STATE: 
THE GEOPOLITICS OF 20th CENTURY UNITED STATES MILITARY VETERANS 

 
by 
 

Jeffrey T. McGovern 
 
 
 

_____________________ 
Copyright © Jeffrey T. McGovern 2013 

 
 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 
 

School of Geography and Development 
 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of 

 
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

      
 

In the Graduate College 
 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2013 
 



 2 

 
THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

GRADUATE COLLEGE 
 

As members of the Dissertation Committee, we certify that we have read the dissertation  
 
prepared by Jeffrey T. McGovern 
 
entitled “Seeing” an Everyday State: A Critical Geopolitical Examination of 
Representational Practices and Performances of United States Military Veterans 
 
and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement for the  
 
Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 
 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: 12/12/12 

Sallie Marston    
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: 12/12/12 

J.P. Jones    
    
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: 12/12/12 

Chris Lukinbeal    
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: 12/12/12 

Dani Triadan    
    
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: 

         
    
 
Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the candidate’s 
submission of the final copies of the dissertation to the Graduate College.   
 
I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my direction and 
recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement. 
 
 
________________________________________________ Date:       
Dissertation Director:  Sallie Marston   



3 

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 
 
This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements for an 
advanced degree at the University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library 
to be made available to borrowers under rules of the Library. 
 
Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special permission, provided 
that accurate acknowledgment of source is made.  Requests for permission for extended 
quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in part may be granted by 
the copyright holder.  
 
 
 
 
                        SIGNED: Jeffrey T. McGovern 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



4 

 

 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 
 I want to thank my advisor Dr. Sallie Marston for her dedication, time, patience, 
and intellectual guidance.  Additionally I want to thank my committee members, Dr. J.P. 
Jones, Dr. Chris Lukinbeal, and Dr. Dani Triadan for their patience, their sage advice, 
and pushing me to sharpen my work. 
 I also want to give a raucous THANKS! to my family - Emily and Tomás - whose 
patience, insightful comments and suggestions, laughs, and smiles helped me to stay 
grounded. My thanks go particularly to Tomás; although he didn’t know he was doing it, 
he motivated me to get this project done. 
  



5 

 

 

 

DEDICATION 

 

FOR 

EMILY AND TOMÁS 

 
  



6 

 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

LIST OF FIGURES………..…………………………………………………………….. 8 

ABSTRACT……………………………………………………………………………... 9 

INTRODUCTION…………………………………………………………………...… 11 

Semiotics………………………………………………………………………... 18 

Myth…………………………………………………………………………….. 21 

Performance…………………………………………………………………….. 22 

Visuality………………………………………………………………………… 25 

Artefacts as Interventions and Interferences……………………………………. 27 

Dress……………………………………………………………………………. 28 

Geopolitics………………………..…………………..………………………… 30 

The Affective State………………………………………………………...…… 32 

The State………………………………………………………………………... 33 

The State as a Relationship………………………………………………...…… 34 



7 

“Seeing” the Everyday State as a Fictive Reality…...……….…………………. 37 

PRESENT STUDY……...……………………………………………………………… 42 

METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK……………………………………………….. 43 

 Discourse………………………………………………………………………... 43 

 Micro-history………………………………………………………………….... 44 

THE CASES………………………………………………………………………….… 46 

 Case A…………………………………………………………………………... 47 

 Case B…………………………………………………………………………... 48 

 Case C…………………………………………………………………………... 48 

REFERENCES……………………………………………………………………….… 50 

APPENDIX A  BACK HOME: BILL MAULDIN, (GEO)POLITICAL CARTOONS, 

AND MILITARY VETERANS……............................................................................... 57 

APPENDIX B  THE EX-SERGEANT AND THE GENERAL: A CRITICAL 

GEOPOLITICAL EXAMINATION OF THE 1932 BONUS MARCH.......................... 94 

APPENDIX C  A LIMITED INCURSION INTO THE LAND OF CONGRESS: A 

CRITICAL GEOPOLITICAL EXAMINATION OF THE EVOLVING TACTICS OF 

THE VIETNAM VETERANS AGAINST THE WAR………………………….......... 128  



8 

LIST OF FIGURES 
 
Figure 1: “Leviathan”……………………………………………………...…………… 14 
  
Figure 2: “General MacArthur standing with cup”……………………………………... 20 

 
  



9 

ABSTRACT 

 This dissertation is a critical engagement with the myth of the reified modern state 

– that Leviathan that seemingly exists outside of the social while residing within the 

natural.  In doing so it joins an effort to move the field of critical geopolitics beyond 

critiquing classical geopolitics to one that includes a transformative component, as 

expressed in the overarching field of critical theory. 

 The undergirding methodological and theoretical approaches of this dissertation 

are rooted in the interplay between the semiotic, the performative, and the visual, an 

eclectic framework that grapples with the shifting representational practices of 

geopolitics – practices that are centered on maintaining a particular meta-narrative of the 

state – i.e., the myth of the state as a reified subject.  As a means to demystify this 

particular paradigm of the state I look at the contradictions and the challenges proffered 

by a unique set of actors, soldiers and veterans.  I accomplish this: military actors.  This is 

accomplished by bringing to the forefront, through imagery, the visual and 

communicative performances of their everyday geopolitical practices as military actors 

and citizens. 

 The three cases that make up this dissertation each address particular 

interconnections between soldiers, veterans, and the myth of “the state,” with each 

employing an approach that visually interrogates the spatial and material relationships as 

a means to explore “the everyday” performances of their geopolitical practices.  Soldiers 

and veterans are uniquely situated in geopolitical discourses about the state, as they are 

framed and/or frame themselves, depending on the context, as both “state” and “non-
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state” actors and, as such, through their conjoined identities can collapse the meta-

narrative of the state-as-object by their very “being.”  In this interrogation, therefore, I 

add to an effort to push for a reconceptualization of the state, arguing that “it” should be 

re-imaged or reframed as an everyday relationship between citizens - a state as 

relationship rather than a state as object 

Each of the cases draws on a different period in United States 20th century history 

(two post-war periods: after the First and Second World Wars and one wartime period 

during the Vietnam War).  The actors I draw on are veterans in all but one instance.  The 

exception is a soldier who was still on active service during the historical period of my 

analysis.  In each case I question their lives as individuals or as collectives in order to 

tease out the contradictions in the various representations of their geopolitical lives.  

Together these cases demonstrate that individual and collective geopolitical performances 

of practices and their re-presentations in the name of the state have operated and do 

operate using similar processes, i.e., entailing a geopolitics by representation rather than a 

geopolitics of representation.  This shift moves a critical geopolitical inquiry away from 

reproducing what it critiques, to critically engaging with the practices that produce the 

representations that help to constitute it. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 This dissertation is, at its core, a critical engagement with the myth of the reified 

modern state – that Hobbesian Leviathan that seemingly exists outside the social and 

resides within the natural.  As such, it joins an effort to move the field of critical 

geopolitics beyond critiquing classical geopolitics to one that includes a transformative 

component as expressed in the overarching field of critical theory.  The transformative 

effort provided here, however, does not have as a goal universal and immediate change 

with a pre-determined outcome; rather I believe change will arise more gradually and at 

the loci of practice – those everyday or micro-social interactions between individual 

actors, within and without institutional contexts – and that the form of its outcome will be 

unexpected, but meaningful. 

 Through a detailed analysis of the complexities of performance, practice, and 

representation, what is revealed can bring “new” meanings to the signification processes 

of that overarching global geo-political identity: – national state citizenship.  With this 

analytical move, the state can be literally and metaphorically connected from the 

individual to the collective and back to the individual, highlighting the everyday linkages 

between the myriad political micro-macro relationships that are “the state.”  Through 

such an ontological flattening of the state, a hierarchy of identity is toppled and the 

process of understanding the operationalization of the relationship of identity politics 

between the individual, place, and the geopolitics of the state relationship can become 

more clearly revealed (Latour 2005; Marston, Jones, and Woodward 2005). 
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The focus of this study is thus on the operationalization of a state relationship 

(i.e., a geopolitics by representation) rather than on the doings of the State (i.e., a 

geopolitics of representation).  Herein I argue that it is within this state relationship that 

our central contemporary social, political, and economic identities as citizens lie, and if 

one wants to enact change, one needs to start with an understanding of “the state” as 

such.  To see this state relationship at work I look at military actors’ everyday 

performances – ephemeral and purposeful – which are part and parcel of the practices 

that constitute the geopolitical representations that become conscripted into national state 

meta-narratives.  These representations are communicated through a shared semiotic 

encoding/decoding of meaning that is embedded in sign vehicles— – representations that 

can be decoded when a disjuncture exists between the representors and the representees 

(Eco 1980).  Through an examination of these citizens’ everyday performances it 

becomes possible to demystify the reified state by revealing the contradictions that lie 

within the state relationship. 

 The undergirding methodological and theoretical approaches of this dissertation 

are rooted in the interplay between the semiotic, the performative, and the visual and are 

situated within a Derridian deconstructionist semiotic analysis and a Foucauldian post-

structural archaeology.  It is an eclectic framework that grapples with the shifting 

representational practices of geopolitics – practices that are centered on maintaining a 

particular meta-narrative of the state – i.e., the myth of the state as a reified subject.  As a 

means to demystify this particular paradigm of the state I look at the contradictions and 

the challenges proffered by a unique set of actors, military actors, i.e., soldiers, sailors, 
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airmen, and marines (henceforth soldiers) and veterans.  This is accomplished by 

bringing to the forefront, through imagery, the visual and communicative performances 

of their everyday geopolitical practices. 

The inspiration for examining the unique actors in this work – soldiers and 

veterans – is drawn from my own experiences as a soldier with rifle in hand, performing 

as “the tip of the bayonet” in the name of “the state,” and my life after as a veteran.  

These experiences – as an actor whose life was and is re-presented as the embodiment of 

both “state” and “non-state” categories of geopolitical identities – have led to my desire 

to critically examine how individual and collective actors represent themselves and are 

represented by others within geopolitical meta-narratives that make the state “the state.”  

The hegemonic paradigm of the state – the statist political imaginary – is perhaps best 

visually communicated through the frontispiece of Hobbes’ Leviathan (1651).  This 

artistic rendering of Hobbes’ imagined state (see Figure 1) visually depicts the concept of 

a social contract between a civil society and an anthropomorphized sovereign state – that 

is, a separate and an embodied entity that “contains” within it the separate civil society 

(Neocleous 2003). 

The perspective of soldier/veteran as researcher in examining this mythical state 

brings to the table a particular perspective – one that has the capability to dissolve or 

collapse the normative divide of society into state/non-state and foreign/domestic 

elements (Higate and Cameron 2006).  State identity in this collapsing can be 

reconfigured (or re-imaged) to demonstrate the oneness of society – i.e., we as citizens 

are “the state”. In” – and making this move can enable a reengagement of citizens with 
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their socio-political lives is enabled (Mitchell 1991; Painter 2006).  No longer is it the 

state doing such-and-such and civil society doing such-and-such; rather it is we who are 

doing “it” to ourselves and/or for ourselves.  I believe making this shift is imperative in 

order to redress a disconnection between the home-front societies of U.S. and other 

Western states and the locales where they conduct their wars.  This is disconnect enables 

a quite regular prosecution of war as legitimate foreign policy (Gregory 2010).  In spite 

of this regularity, war continues to be represented as an exceptional geopolitical practice, 

rather than what it is: a normative practice.  War continues to appear exceptional through 

the deployment of a particular myth of the state, a myth that the soldier and/or veteran 

who operationalizes the practice of war, is uniquely positioned to challenge. 

 To this end 

my dissertation 

problematizes a 

myth embedded 

within a myth – 

that is, of war 

veterans and their 

rapid and seamless 

wartime and post-

war readjustment 

or return to 

normalcy.  Through three case studies this dissertation highlights the fact that war’s 

 
Figure 1 

Leviathan frontispiece (Hobbes 1651) 
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physical, emotional, and psychological battles outside of the combat zone continue long 

after the last shots are fired. These impacts of war remain largely invisible to society at 

large, except for when useful politically, e.g., to continue a war or to set the stage for an 

upcoming war.  The processes of making wars’ long-term effects invisible can lead to the 

idea that war is a viable geopolitical option. 

 I find this idea highly problematic for a couple of reasons.  First, I am one of the 

actors whose post-war “readjustment” is often glossed over as a simple state of affairs – 

i.e., through discharge, employment, and a return to normalcy, I am confronted by the life 

experiences of my friends and myself, that point to a much more complex 

“readjustment.”  Second, embedded within this myth of return is an assumption that the 

veteran remains or becomes chauvinistic and militaristic.  This is also contrary to my 

experience and the experiences of veterans within the case studies.  This last assumption 

often operates until at some point “the state” feels threatened by this same collective of 

actors who once defended “it.”  When this occasion arises, the soldiers’ and veterans’ 

identities are re-signified / mythologized once again, but now within a narrative that 

construes them as violent, dangerous, and maladjusted actors – individually and/or 

collectively. 

 The three cases of this dissertation each address the particular interconnections 

between soldiers, veterans, and the myth of “the state,” with each employing an approach 

that visually interrogates the spatial and material relationships as a means to explore “the 

everyday” performances of geopolitical practices.  In Case A (Appendix A) I tap, among 

others, the work of geographer Ben Anderson in order to witness the emotive and 
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affective potentialities located within political cartoons (Anderson 2009, 2010, 2012; 

Anderson and Harrison 2006; Bissell 2010; Conradson and Lantham 2007; McCormack 

2008; Navaro-Yashin 2009).  A focus on the emergence and enactment of affective 

atmospheres illustrates that the quotidian “little things” have the capacity to engage 

critically with hegemonic geopolitical representations of the state, i.e., its overarching 

meta-narrative.  In this case I explore through two specific post-World War Two political 

cartoons of soldier/veteran Bill Mauldin the role affective atmospheres had in challenging 

representations of the Second World War U.S. soldier/veteran’s readjustment as a 

seamless process.  Through a semiotic analysis of how Mauldin depicted veterans’ 

readjustment, I focus on Mauldin’s attempt to contradict the meta-narrative of the 

“veteran as dangerous,” and replace it with a narrative of the veteran as one who eschews 

violence and war. 

 In Cases B and C (Appendices B and C respectively) I deploy an analysis of still 

photography to examine two separate veteran protests whose actors, through the manner 

in which they performed their military dress, drew on hegemonic semiotic ideologies 

(i.e., basic assumptions about what signs are and how they function) to reify their 

interconnected meta-narratives of the state.  In Case B I visit the 1932 veterans’ march on 

Washington, D.C., examining - relative to one another - the individual public 

performances of the leader of the Bonus Expeditionary Force (B.E.F.), ex-sergeant 

Walter W. Waters, and the U.S. Army’s Chief-of-Staff, General Douglas MacArthur.  

Both individuals deployed the dress of military uniforms using the same hegemonic 

semiotic ideology to demonstrate and legitimize their particular geopolitical narratives, 
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one of veterans as citizens who had served society and were now asking for assistance 

from the same, and the other as guardians of “the state.”  I argue that for Waters’ 

performance reflected the state as relationship, while MacArthur’s performance reflected 

the state as object. 

 In Case C I move from an analysis of individuals to an analysis of a collective 

performance, that of the Vietnam Veterans Against the War (VVAW) and their efforts to 

turn on its head the hegemonic semiotic ideology that codes official military uniforms 

(and their wearers).  These Vietnam War veterans used the same category of materiality 

as Waters and MacArthur, i.e., the dress of military uniforms; however these veterans, 

through the use of guerilla theatre, re-purposed their embodied uniforms.  As the style of 

their protest evolved, the VVAW membership deployed, visually and visibly, their 

former lives as soldiers and in doing so directly challenged the meta-narrative of the 

state, in a peculiar manner that only war veterans could do.  In order to “bring the war 

home,” the VVAW membership performed their clothed bodies in a manner that 

illustrated the contradictions between war as an everyday performed practice and war as 

an abstract and disembodied practice.  The non-violent VVAW protests, which were 

asking for an immediate withdrawal of U.S. forces, were performed in order to usurp the 

meta-narrative of the state and the veteran’s role within that meta-narrative, i.e., veterans 

as chauvinistic and militaristic “state actors.” 

The data I draw on to make my arguments includes still and moving pictures; 

diaries; official and unofficial accounts of U.S. veterans, and other primary and 

secondary sources that provide specific historical contexts for the three separate but 
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interconnected historical periods, e.g., popular newspaper and magazines, historical 

monographs, and biographies and auto-biographies.  To analyze this data I employ a 

methodological framework that combines elements of critical discourse, semiotic, micro-

history, and visual methodologies (Barthes 1972, 1981; Eco 1977, 1979; Keane 2003; 

2005; Knowles and Sweetman 2004; Lamb 2004; Laurier and Philo 2004; Mitchell 1994; 

Müller 2008; 2010; 2011; Press 1981; Rose 2007; Rose and Tolia-Kelly 2012; Tagg 

1988, 2009). 

Following this prologue, the Introduction continues with a discussion of the 

interconnections between semiotics, myth and performance and a manner through which 

to see them coequally enacted.  This is followed by a geopolitical exploration of two state 

modes, one as object and the other as relationship, and an argument for the latter mode as 

a more ”realistic” lived depiction of geopolitical life. 

 

Semiotics 

 Drawing together Umberto Eco’s discussion of semiotics and Roland Barthes 

elaboration of myth I set out a framework for critically tackling the operationalization of 

myth that enables a statist political imaginary of the state (Barthes 1972; Eco 1979; 

Neocleous 2003).  These two authors’ approaches to understanding cultural processes fit 

hand-in-glove, with each elaborating the processes of signification as a sleight-of-hand 

trick; for Eco, semiotics is a “theory of the lie,” i.e., signs of a presence in place of a 

presence, and for Barthes, myth is a duplicitous process of moving meaning from 

historical construct to natural fact. 
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 Bridging the works of Swiss semiologist Ferdinand Saussure (1857-1913) and 

American semiotician Charles S. Peirce (1839-1914) Eco defines semiotics as: 

concerned with everything that can be taken as a sign.  A sign is everything which 
can be taken as significantly substituting for something else.  This something else 
does not necessarily have to exist or to be actually somewhere at the moment in 
which a sign stands for it.  Thus semiotics is in principle the discipline studying 
everything which can be used in order to lie (Eco 1979: 7). 
 

A semiotician, Eco argues, examines all cultural processes as processes of 

communication.  In order for this process to operate, it requires the construction of sign 

production, which is embedded within a shared communicable code, a system of 

signification that “couples present entities with absent entities” (Eco 1979: 8).  Signs are 

representations.  The production of a sign involves the process or mode of signification 

between signifier (a sign vehicle, e.g., a police uniform), signified (a concept or object, 

e.g., laws) and a sign (interpretant – the communicative device that links the signifier 

with the signified, e.g., the authority to enforce laws).  This is undergirded by semiotic 

ideologies – those basic assumptions about what signs are and how they function in the 

world.  It determines, for instance, what people consider to be the role that intentions play 

in the processes of signification, what kinds of possible actors exist and to which acts of 

signification they might be imbued, whether signs are arbitrary or necessarily likened to 

their object, etc. (Barthes 1972; Eco 1979; Keane 2003). 

 Drawing on Peirce’s triadic sign relation, the signified (or “object”) is further 

divided into icon, index, and symbol, each with its own relationship to time in how they 

function as performative utterances – i.e., each influencing the thought and conduct of its 

sign or interpretant (Keane 2003).  An icon, where the sign vehicle is perceived as 
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resembling or imitating the signified, looks to a past.  An index, where the sign vehicle is 

directly connected to in some way to the signified, looks to a present.  A symbol, where 

the sign vehicle is not constrained by the signified, but is instead arbitrary and learned, 

looks to a future. 

 I use a photograph of General Douglas MacArthur to explicate the triadic sign 

relation.  In this 1932 photo (Figure 2) MacArthur is standing (with a cup in his hand) on 

a roadside amid other soldiers as the U.S. Army evicted in 1932 the Bonus Expeditionary 

Force from Washington, D.C. and surrounding areas.  Here MacArthur is an icon of the 

U.S. Army – standing 

in his uniform on the 

streets of Washington, 

D.C.; he is directly 

related to what has 

happened, the 

expulsion of the B.E.F.  

He is also indexical for 

the Army’s action 

taken that day in that, 

as he stands in his uniform on the streets of Washington, D.C., he is in a present, 

informing the public of the importance of the B.E.F.’s eviction.  And lastly, this 

photograph of MacArthur is a symbol for the state as object; this depiction of MacArthur, 

as he stands in his uniform on the streets of Washington, D.C., has come to represent, 

 
Figure 2 

General MacArthur standing with cup (Daniels 1971) 
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through learned meaning, that the state was infallible and reified on this day.  This taught 

a lesson to keep in mind for future protests/revolutionary moments. 

 It is through the study of the processes of signification that past performances can 

be analyzed.  In the cases for this dissertation I am interested in how processes of 

signification function within the production of myth, and in particular how these 

processes situate the veteran within the myth of the state at differing times and places. 

 

Myth 

 According to Roland Barthes myth is a type of speech, not confined to oral 

speech, but rather inclusive of the multitude of ways within which discourse operates, 

including the visual (Barthes 1972).  It is a system of communication, – a mode of 

signification, albeit a mode constrained by historical limits, conditions of use, and its re-

introduction to society.  Myth can be recognized through the manner in which it utters its 

message and is enabled as a truth or reality through its linkage, albeit a tenuous linkage, 

to an historical foundation (that which anchors the myth).  Myth, linked to time in a 

similar manner as a sign, is a sign in its own right. 

 Barthes considered myth is a second order of signification.  By this Barthes 

suggests that the process of signification for a myth occurs when it takes a sign of the 

first order of signification and empties it of enough content to render it recognizable, yet 

empty enough to be capable of being re-filled/colonized with new meaning and in this 

process move the meaning from being recognized as socially (i.e., historically) produced 
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to that of being already naturally existing.  In this process the myth appropriates just 

enough knowledge of a “reality” to make it communicable. 

 For Barthes a meta-language (or meta-narrative) is a type of myth, a “lie” as 

construed by Eco, whose background is already naturalized and helps sets the stage for 

other myths to come into being.  The meta-narrative provides a context for myth, i.e., it 

contains enough of a grounding for the emergence of new myths to be (re-)activated.  

Meta-narratives are the locations where the banality of the everyday resides, waiting to be 

called forth to animate particular places and times. 

 The move that myth enables, i.e., from historically contingent concepts to 

naturalized concepts, is its “conjuring trick.”  With “the loss of the historical quality of 

things … [they] lose the memory that they once were made” (Barthes 1972: 142).  The 

naturalization of sign is the essential function of myth – it makes “innocent speech” 

because when the sign becomes naturalized, i.e., through an inductive experience where 

the signifier and the signified have formed a natural relationship, the system of contingent 

values is shifted to a system of facts.  Myths are enacted through our everyday 

performances of them.  We are the actors who, through our performance of innocent 

speech, naturalize them. 

 

Performance 

 Performance –is that which enables our everyday lives to be enacted and 

communicated.  The subject matter of spatialities and materialities inherent in the 
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disciplines of geography and archaeology are brought “alive,” so to speak, through the 

performance of social practices. 

 Returning to Umberto Eco for a moment in order to connect the process of 

signification with performance, Eco understands sign production as related to an 

utterance, i.e., the production of any signal: “[t]hus I utter when I draw an image, when I 

make a purposeful gesture or when I produce an object that, besides its technical 

function, aims to communicate something” (Eco 1979: 151).  Drawing on J. L. Austin’s 

(1962) concept of “speech acts,” i.e., a performative utterance, Eco suggests that 

performance is composed of two speech acts.  One is performed by the actor, who is 

making a performative statement: I am an actor.  The second is representative of a 

pseudo-statement, where the subject of the statement is already “the character” not the 

“actor.”  The actor has performed his or her new identity.  In this moment, Eco argues, 

we enter the world of performance (Eco 1977). 

 In order to “look at” these performances at the time of and after their enactment, 

one needs to understand the signification processes of their enactment, their making them 

meaningfully communicable.  Performances, through the visual, aural, textual, and 

kinesic manipulation of symbols, communicate habitual meanings that orient actors 

towards particular goals and strategies.  With an understanding of identity as a 

performative enactment of practices, various points of entry can be opened that enable the 

exploration of how political identities are operationalized in situ.  As such this 

dissertation conducts a critical visual exploration of geopolitics by representation rather 

than geopolitics of representations (Castree and MacMillan 2004).  For this case 
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representation is defined broadly and includes textual, oral, and visual sources and 

understands representations as literal re-presentations of acts that are woven into any and 

all social practices (Prendergast 2000). 

In order to provide a framework to do this, I draw on the work of Richard 

Schechner and Erving Goffman.  For Schechner performances are doings – “what people 

do in the activity of doing it” (Schechner 2006: 1).  They are embodied practices, with 

each one specific and different from every other one; yet they all draw on restored or 

twice-behaved behaviors.  In other words, performances are newly minted re-

combinations of the bits of our already behaved behaviors.  The elements of our 

performances are essentially drawn out of our habitus.  Habitus, as defined by Bourdieu, 

is the way social beings are constructed through the spatialities of the material world, 

which in turn is reproduced by the agency of the people that socialize those things 

(Bourdieu 1977). 

Erving Goffman, like Schechner, understands performance as twice behaved 

behavior; however his performances are nested within the ideas of dramaturgy and frame 

analysis (Goffman 1959, 1974).  Dramaturgy suggests, metaphorically, that life is a 

continual theatrical play in that actors perform with the idea of achieving certain results, 

and of calling out particular performances from other actors.  These performances take 

place in the everyday in that we are always performing our sense of self to others, 

sometimes more consciously and sometimes less.  Frame analysis is a means to 

deconstruct the frames that are the cognitive, emotive, and affective structures guiding 

our perceptions and representations of a reality.  They configure which parts of these 
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realities become noticeable, i.e., which performances are visible and which are invisible 

in the narratives and meta-narratives that frame our daily lives.  They are the “stages” on 

which we perform the “everydayness” of our everyday lives. 

In these performances we use sign vehicles, i.e., various mechanisms to present 

ourselves, such as settings, appearance, and manner of interacting.  Performance is then a 

continual interplay in which actors perform with the idea of achieving certain results, 

reactions, and performances from other actors.  These performances take place in the 

everyday, in that we are always performing our sense of self to others, sometimes more 

consciously than at other times.  In employing frame analysis it is key to identify 

empirical instances of the deployment of meta-narratives or, as Goffman called them, 

master frames.  One means of doing this is to capture them in their enactment. 

 

Visuality 

 As argued by Gillian Rose and others, geography may be thought of as a “visual” 

discipline, through such sub-fields as cartography, landscape studies, and urban studies.  

It possesses, however, a conception of the visual that often does not engage with 

“visuality” (Driver 2003; MacDonald 2006; Rose 2003).  Visuality – how we see (or not) 

or are enabled to see (or not) and the ramifications of each of these processes—is a vital 

component in how we witness the performances of social and political practices that are 

part and parcel of classical geopolitics representations in general, and in particular part of 

the operationalization of the state as a relationship (Campbell 2007; MacDonald 2006; 
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O’Loughlin, Raento, and Sidaway 2009; Rose 2003; Rose and Tolia-Kelly 2012; Tolia-

Kelly 2004). 

 Images – for this dissertation, primarily photographs and cartoons – function as a 

pivotal component in my analysis, with each image providing its own unique view into 

past behaviors.  The image and the actors within an image, viewed as iconic, indexical, 

and symbolic signs, provide a multitude of perspectives on the enactment of human 

behavior.  Among these is the image as artefact that is the image itself as an artefact – a 

material precedent and product of human behavior (Graves 2008; Orlove 2008; Wobst 

2007).  Another conception of the image is that it can be employed as a “window” into a 

past, enabling a present to see past performances in their enactment, captured as the 

shutter closed or the artist finished a drawing.  It is this second conception that I draw on 

most for this dissertation, as historical evidentiary that enables me to capture in process 

the performances of representational and more-than-representational practices.  This 

viewing allows me to “ask” of images what the actors (i.e., broadly defined as human and 

non-human) in the image are “doing.”  How do their “doings” constitute and/or contradict 

the framing meta-narrative of my inquiry?  As such, a key contribution of this 

dissertation is answering the call for a greater engagement between visuality, materiality, 

and geography (Campbell 2007; O’Loughlin, Raento, and Sidaway 2009; Rose 2007; 

Rose and Tolia-Kelly 2012; Schwartz and Ryan 2003). 
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Artefacts as Interventions and Interferences  

 All human actions or events create artefacts, each one a “materiality” of society 

that influences and is influenced by the spatial dimensions of that practice.  And this 

materiality is well suited to the scrutiny of the two social sciences that critically 

investigate the construction of space: geography and archaeology.  They both have the 

ability to explore by examining the material and spatial means through which we 

geopolitically organize ourselves or are organized by others.  These spatial and material 

means represent people’s agency, defined here as purposeful action by human beings 

operating in many ways simultaneously and very often in intuitively contradictory 

directions (Barret 1994; Dobres and Robb 2000; Featherstone 2004; Inomata 2006; 

Marquardt 1992; Whatmore 2006).  When the actions of these agents take on material 

manifestations, the "material culture reproduces, promotes, and thwarts agency…hence 

material culture must be viewed as not only actively constructing the world within which 

people act, but also the peoples themselves" (Dobres and Robb 2000: 12). 

Humans organize themselves into collectives that are a multitude of sizes and 

bounded by differing spatial inclusiveness and exclusiveness.  These identities are also 

never complete, but always in process, and their membership is never resolved but 

always in flux between coming together, crystallizing, splitting apart, fragmenting - and 

then starting again.  We imagine communities composed of cohesive actors because they 

have acquired or have manufactured highly visible demarcations – i.e., representations - 

making them appear as a cohesive collective (Wobst 2004).  For example, the community 

of the United States Army has its own material correlates that represent it as a 
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community, e.g., the Army Combat Uniform; Ft. Bragg, North Carolina; M-4 rifles; etc.  

The army is, however, depending on the scale and locale you examine, far from being a 

cohesive community. 

The artefacts identified with a community are not direct evidence for that 

community, but rather evidence that a community was/is in the process of being brought 

about.  Artefacts are interventions that portray a collective as bounded and fixed in 

reference to “the other,” done in order to build a cohesiveness in order to maintain that 

collective; and artefacts are interferences in that they change the world from what it 

would be if things were left alone (Wobst 2000, 2004).  These actions represent 

individual and collective agency, defined here as intentional and unintentional behavior 

by human beings operating at different scales in many ways simultaneously and very 

often in intuitively contradictory ways (Dobres and Robb 2000; Marquardt 1992; Wobst 

2000).  Using this understanding allows us to broadly define how our environments are 

manipulated in order to achieve, by design or by accident and both symbolically and 

concretely, the worlds within which we live.  Through this perspective we can bring to 

bear a unique way of examining and understanding how actors have and do operate in 

communicating and negotiating their existence, through a material-spatial dynamic, and 

for this dissertation, particularly through the visual performance of dress. 

 

Dress 

Dress – a combination of fashion and clothes – is a key frame in the construction 

of place in that the spatiality of dress reciprocally constitutes the making of place as an 
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embodied locale; that is, place is operationalized through the purposeful and not-so-

purposeful emergence of dress’s affective and emotive registers (Barnard 1996; Barnes 

and Eicher 1991; Johnson and Lennon 1999; Joseph 1986; Keane 2005).  Fashion, as one 

component of dress, is premised on the visual and the visible in order to provide a non-

verbal narrative, a frame for the making of place.  It is a sartorial performance of being-

in-the-world.  Clothes, as the second component of dress, are those intimate materialities 

that visually act as a product of and precedent for our everyday performative engagement 

with the world (Wobst 2007).  They are the artefacts of our being-in-the-world.  Clothes 

materially situate the actor within unique spaces and places that are framed by a sense of 

fashion. 

In this process actors choose specific modes of dress that draw on particular 

semiotic ideologies in an attempt to influence the agency of other actors, with clothes as 

the material expression of a fashion that influences – they “re-present” themselves to 

others.  Dress can open or close possibilities, curb or enable possible future actions, i.e., 

dress can produce certain orientations by actors toward future actions (Keane 2003, 

2005).  Military fashion, for example can set a narrative of leadership, teamwork, fear, 

etc., in motion, while the soldier or veteran clothed in a particular uniform provides the 

elaboration of the emotive and affective registers set in motion by the military fashion.  In 

this manner uniforms can provide legitimization for narratives, and through this they can 

influence the still unfolding behavior and perception of others. 

Uniforms however are similar to other “national costumes” in that they are not 

one dimensional or uni-functional; this same sartorial being-in-the-world can also 
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construct narratives that go beyond or counter to a geopolitics of representations that 

naturalize a particular meta-narrative (Ewing 1975; Joseph 1986).  Uniforms as culturally 

determined signs "are not absolutes or simply intellectual categories, but are invoked to 

provide identities which legitimize claims" (Barnard 1996: 20) and within this process 

enable particular atmospheres to emerge (Rycroft 2007).  Military uniforms as dress, 

then, are not just passive symbol receivers, places to hang fancy bells and whistles, but 

dynamic mediators of those recognizable and accepted cultural signs, deployed in order 

to create or maintain relationships that are new or old, separate or together, dissimilar or 

similar (Craik 2007).  Through a semiotic examination of the performance of dress one 

can explore a geopolitics by representation through discursively looking at dress through 

its capabilities to render particular spaces into particular places at particular moments.  In 

doing so we can deconstruct the performances that enable and/or disable particular 

geopolitical narratives – geopolitics of representation - and we can see a geography by 

representation in operation (Castree and Macmillan 2004; Young 1999). 

 

Geopolitics 

 Geographer John Agnew defines geopolitics as a state-based world view that sees 

this world through a geopolitical imagination in two broad manners.  Firstly, using a 

traditional definition, geopolitics is loosely centered on “the study of geographical 

representations, rhetoric, and practices that underpin world politics, and secondly, Agnew 

argues, geopolitics is an “examination of the geographical assumptions, designations, and 

understandings that enter into making of world politics,” i.e., the undertaking that puts 



31 

the first manner into operation (Agnew 2003: 5).  A classical sense of geopolitics, Agnew 

suggests, is the simplification of a complex world into easily digestible pieces of a 

particular global jigsaw puzzle, i.e., the political world of “the fetishized states” (Agnew 

2003: 7).  These fetishized states are those blocks of territorialized space that have 

become reified into the national state, essentialized with permanent identities and 

unquestioned assumptions about the geopolitical practices of those identities.  The state is 

the myth that fills our global spaces. 

 Critical geopolitics as an alternative practice of geopolitics questions the 

traditional/classical assumptions of geopolitics, primarily its representational practices of 

the essentialized and fixed territorial state that constitutes the socio-political reactions 

that make today’s globe the globe (Ó Tuathail and Agnew 1992).  It is a widely defined 

field, but one that has as at its core an understanding that a critical and spatial inquiry into 

assumptions that drive global political affairs must be pursued (Kuus 2010). 

 My approach to the “state” is a critical geopolitical one – one that addresses 

elements called for and/or recognized by a number of geopoliticians in the 2010 special 

issue of GeoJournal.  From this special issue, I draw on Ó Tuathail’s recognition of the 

rise of affect as an entry point; however I differ from Ó Tuathail in my approach to an 

affective geopolitics (Ó Tuathail 2010).  Rather than seeing affect as an anti-intellectual 

and irrational window to the violent, as he argues in an earlier 2003 article, I see affect 

and intellect not as polar opposites, but as two sides of the same coin. 
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The Affective State 

 I am arguing here contra to Ó Tuathail’s attempt to construct a separation between 

affect (and emotion) and intellect (Ó Tuathail 2003).  In his 2003 article he sought to 

build a divide between what he understood to be intellectual (i.e., the rational) and that of 

the anti-intellectual (i.e., the affective, aggressive, visceral, gut-feeling, desperate, 

violent, and instinctive).  He did this drawing on W. R. Mead’s analysis of the Jacksonian 

geopolitical tradition.  This tradition was, according to Ó Tuathail’s reading of Mead, 

centered on an amorphous set of feelings and dispositions that leads to aggressive 

nationalism, a tradition that celebrates “experience over ‘learning,’ ‘community’ over 

‘elites’ and corporal feeling over intellectual capability” (Ó Tuathail 2003: 861). 

 Ó Tuathail then makes a leap to bring an affective performance in, using a 

musician as his example for this performance of the affective, and making a connection 

between performance and the affectual as a means to tap into people’s visceral and 

instinctive behaviors.  This includes the characterization of citizens at the site of New 

York City’s Twin Towers as giving “guttural gorilla yelps” and spontaneously renewed 

chants of “USA! USA!”  For Ó Tuathail what enabled the events of 11 September 2001 

to be mobilized as a means to an ends, i.e., a more aggressive U.S. geopolitical global 

presence, was the triumph of affect over intellect, irrationality over rationality.  I have 

briefly laid out his argument to set up one of my own – that intellect and affect are not 

polar opposites, but two sides of the same coin.  It is not affect versus intellect; rather it is 

the interplay between the two – with affective atmospheres as the bridging device – 

providing/situating the interplay between the two with specific contexts.  The contexts for 
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the enactment of geopolitical practices are our performances of that central and 

inescapable modern identity, our national state citizenship. 

 

The State 

“The state,” in its various spatial and historical guises, is perhaps some 5,000 

years old and despite musings to the contrary, as a form of political governance, “it” is 

not going away anytime soon.  With the arrival of the post-seventeenth century CE 

European Westphalian, national, or “modern” state - and its global spread concomitant 

with the European colonialist expansion of the 18th through 20th centuries - the linking of 

territory, sovereignty and a “nation” have become the hallmarks of how the world’s 

peoples geopolitically represent themselves to one another (Giddens 1987; Neocleous 

2003; Tilly 1992).  The notion of this singular national community and its container of a 

single territory puts into motion an image of the state as a chimera.  In Charles Tilly’s 

theorizing of the modern state (1992), he deploys the term the “national state,” i.e., a 

demarcated territory, a differentiated administration, and centralized autonomous 

structure of government which has never realized the ideal of one state, one nation, i.e., 

“the nation-state.”  The model of the nation-state took on globe-wide predominance to 

such an extent during the 20th century that plausible alternative forms are rarely posited; 

escaping the global national state system today and in the near future seems an 

impossibility (Agnew and Muscarà 2012; Gregory 2010; Neocleous 2003; Tilly 1992). 

In Western political thought most of the focus of state theory has been and 

continues to be on the above “nation-state” and a particular form of that state drawn in a 
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large part from Hobbes’ 17th century CE treatises on the need for a social contract 

between “the people” and an absolute sovereign – i.e., the Leviathan, an entity that 

rendered socio-political life as biological life (Hobbes 1651, 1681).  This need, as defined 

by Hobbes, was to build an exceptional society where “peace” exists in order to keep at 

bay the normative state of society – i.e., war.  Nineteenth and 20th century theorists such 

as Weber, Althusser, Marx, Stalin, Lenin, and Kropotkin have laid down a number of 

varied explanations for the peculiarities in form and practice of this national state, that 

includes conceptualizing “it” as an object, an institution, an apparatus, and/or a central 

authority, all of which have conveniently provided “itself” with the only legitimized use 

of violence.  With the global dominance of this national state form it has become 

universally privileged in its application in understanding state practices, almost to the 

point that no other form of socio-political relationship called a state was or is considered 

possible. 

 

The State as a Relationship 

 This dissertation draws on the above elaborations of semiotics, myth, 

performance, representation, visuality, and materiality (specifically via dress) to highlight 

the banal or prosaic state relationship in order to illuminate the everyday state through the 

following four elements: first, to illustrate the oneness of civil and state society through 

humanizing the actors who literally make up the state; second, to demonstrate the 

pervasiveness of the state in daily practices; third, to demonstrate that identities 

constructed and contested through nationalistic state hegemonies as used in the modern 
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state relationship, despite rhetoric to the contrary, are not only reproduced by their 

members, but also contested; and fourth, in doing all of this to challenge the reification of 

the state. 

 “The state” is an inherently spatial and material phenomenon, whether it is 

realized as a relationship through our performances or realized through the reified state of 

a statist political imaginary.  Both are shaped by and shape the spaces of the everyday, 

i.e., those spaces where micro-social relationships are enacted and that are in turn 

embedded within geopolitical meta-narratives.  Philip Abrams’ posthumously published 

article “Notes on the Difficulty of studying the state” has had a far-reaching impact on 

the conceptualization of the state (Abrams 1988).  He begins his argument by detailing 

how in sociology (and the social sciences in general) defining the state should not be the 

issue; rather defining what the state does is what should be explored.  Abrams moves us 

away from the taken-for-granted notion of the state as an object, to a state with the power 

to do.  With this move he points us toward the state as an ideological representation, with 

no power unto itself; rather the “state’s” power is located between the actors that make up 

the state relationship (with lesser and greater degrees of access to levers of power), an 

idea that has tremendous ramifications for conceptualizing the socio-political life of any 

state, past or present.  Rather than being an object with its own agency and that stands 

separate from a “civil society,” the state is “civil society” itself, as performed by actors 

who, through the performance of geopolitical practices, knowingly and unknowingly, 

reify it as an object and myth in the same instance (i.e., placing a mask over their 

relationship to the state).  As object and myth, the state can be accepted and dismissed as 
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a political entity at the same time, allowing some members to be manipulated by other 

members. 

 Timothy Mitchell also addresses “the state” with the same intent as Abrams, 

toward a de-objectifying of the state through an understanding of the state as an “effect” 

(Mitchell 1991, 1999).  He lays out the argument that, rather than throw out the concept 

of state as a focus of study because it is too vague or “bring the state back in” as “…a 

subjective system of decision making…,” we should address the conception of the state 

from an approach that acknowledges the “reality” of the state (Mitchell 1991: 78).  

However this reality is not in the concept of the state as an object separate from a civil 

society or in its material manifestations; rather the “reality” of the state is what these 

material and non-material practices represent.  Through individual and collective spatial 

and material performances of state practices (such as bureaucracy, security, and/or 

economics), a “state effect” is created.  An effect that is “produced by the organized 

partitioning of space, the regular distribution of bodies, exact timing, the coordination of 

movement, the combing of elements, and endless repetition…” (Ibid.: 93-94).  It is these 

varied and dynamic practices – the habitus of societies – that enable the state to emerge 

as “thing,” as a collective entity to which “we” belong, as the Leviathan.  We think of – 

or believe in – of the state as “a thing” and it becomes “so,” as does our everyday 

subjugation to “it” and those who manipulate its geopolitical representations.  To break 

this relationship of power, we need to reject the reified state and re-conceptualize the 

state as a social relationship, one that is entirely malleable – given our collective will to 

make it so. 
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 Joe Painter expands on these two concepts by examining the spatial implications 

of how the “state effect” dynamically and contextually constructs, on an everyday basis, 

the habitus of the state (Painter 2006).  He suggests that through the prosaic symbolic 

manipulations of space, the state “becomes” an imagined collective actor in our everyday 

practices.  He then argues that through a critical focus on illuminating these banalities, we 

can at the same time illuminate the everyday practices of “statization.”  This approach 

moves beyond the theoretical conception of the state as an effect with the 

acknowledgment that we as citizens directly partake in this relationship.  It is an attempt 

to explicate where and how these discursive power relationships operate from “behind the 

mask of political practice.” 

 

 “Seeing” the Everyday State as a Fictive Reality 

In order to see the phenomenon of the state this dissertation looks at the “little 

things” of geopolitics, those ephemeral performances that are not necessarily intended to 

be re-produced or re-presented, yet are key to the enactment of political identities.  These 

identities are re-presented as an integral and relatively standardized component of a meta-

narrative of the hegemonic state.  This is a state form that has enabled the modern total 

industrial war -- a form of warfare that since at least the beginning of the 20th century has 

included some 200 armed conflicts with 180 million killed and perhaps ten times that 

number being physically and psychologically wounded, and that has visited upon the 

Earth a level of physical destruction unheralded in human history (Gat 2006; Judt 2008). 
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My interest in “the state” as an object of study was piqued when as a twenty-year-

old U.S. Army paratrooper I began to see and feel a contradictory nature between the 

representational practices of my job and that thing I was defending, “the state.”  It was 

precisely because of my military service, which was rooted in the geopolitical material 

and spatial performances of practices that communicated my state identity as a citizen, 

which I began to recognize contradictions particular to geopolitical representations at 

work.  One of these representations envisioned “the state” and its citizenry as divided 

between two separate spheres – political and civil, with the former seen as exceptional 

and political and the latter seen as everyday and apolitical – both contained within the 

Leviathan, i.e., the state.  However, with rifle in hand and supposedly living and working 

within the political sphere of this state, I understood the phenomenon of the state as an 

everyday and affectual relationship between citizens.  Rather than this state containing 

separate spheres – a political and a civil and/or a foreign and a domestic – I experienced 

“the state” as a continuum between those who manipulated the tip of the bayonet (i.e., me 

and my fellow soldiers), those who manufactured the bayonet, and all those many people 

who directly or peripherally lived in-between. 

It was due to the very nature of my work, conducting complex geopolitical 

military operations as part of the “state’s” schwerpunkt, that I recognized that the state 

was not an “object;” rather “it” consisted of a multitude of everyday and interconnected 

relationships that operationalized the “doings” of the state, i.e., the practice of statecraft.  

I was both a soldier and a citizen; yet somehow, representationally, I had been 

transformed.  I grew up in “civil society” and then through the liminal experience of 
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military training and performing combat, I was mythically metamorphosed into “political 

society.”  But what of all the prior relationships that continued and maintained me as a 

soldier – family, friends, and the men and women who produced the equipment I 

deployed with or who, through the United States’ election process, enabled the military to 

be deployed globally?  I was living contra to the hegemonic geopolitical meta-narrative 

of the reified state.  Through a sleight of hand the conduct of the conduct of the state was 

masked.  As a soldier, I was both a component of myth and living within a myth. 

How did and do I reconcile these disparate understandings of the state?  It is 

through the recognition that these two meta-narratives of the state operate 

simultaneously—one state that is (re)produced through myth (the reified and divided 

state) and a second state that is (re)produced through everyday performances (the single, 

“total” state that is ever present in our everyday practices).  While each represents a 

geopolitical “fictive reality” of and to citizenry, it is the first – the mythical state – that 

has held greater representational currency, rather than the second. As such, we as world 

citizens have accepted a particularly violent and destructive global relationship. 

Soldiers, veterans, and “the state” have a long-standing interconnected and 

interdependent relationship.  This relationship has been historically contingent and 

contentious and has been variably understood in seemingly contradictory manners; at 

times reinforcing the state as an object and at other times seen as posing a threat to the 

state.  For geopolitical actors who “lead” a state, i.e., certain politicians, businesses, 

managers, and politicos, soldiers and veterans are merely a means to an end in order to 

preserve their positions of power by literally having uniformed men and women embody 
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and defend “the state.”  These individuals, as veterans, then serve at times as iconic and 

indexical symbols for their earlier services rendered to the state.  For the soldiers and 

veterans, the state is also a means to their ends, such as gaining full citizenship and 

accompanying “rights,” property, pensions, etc., as forms of payment for those services 

rendered.  When these two perspectives collide, a different relationship is geopolitically 

represented. 

Of the various socio-economic collective identities of citizens that make up 

societies, military veterans in particular have often been interpreted as a threat, precisely 

because they were military veterans, i.e., trained in collective and individual combat 

techniques and supposedly hardened by the experience of war -at least that is the 

imagined identity of military veterans by non-veterans and at times by some veterans 

themselves.  The importance of the soldier and veteran to the narrative of a state is most 

often at the forefront of geopolitical debates during wartime and post-war periods when 

the need for bodies to fill uniforms is at its utmost and when a feeling of gratitude and 

then fear is felt toward those same bodies when they return home. 

The transitions from peace to war and war to peace can be periods of great 

upheaval for a society, and this became markedly so during the last 150 years with the 

advent of the modern total industrial war.  The scale and scope of these wars have seen 

hundreds of millions of individuals required to reinvent their identities as citizens – from 

civilian to soldier and then back to civilian, albeit as a citizen-veteran.  The citizens who 

fought these total wars occupied a unique position that allows us to observe geopolitical 

practices in situ, and, by doing so, complicate the concepts of war and of “the state.”  As 
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national state citizens, these military personnel performed (and perform) as individual 

geopolitical actors through their embodiment of the everyday practices that help make the 

state “the state.”  The reinvention of their identities enacted on their own and by others is 

evidence of a problematic and often contradictory relationship – a relationship that is part 

and parcel linked to the defining of the relationships that is “the state.” 
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PRESENT STUDY 

 The methods, results, and conclusions of this study are presented in the papers 

appended to this dissertation.  The following is a summary of the most important findings 

in these documents. 

 The three cases of this dissertation each address the interconnections between 

soldiers, veterans, and the myth of “the state,” with each employing an approach that 

visually interrogates the spatial and material relationships as a means to explore “the 

everyday” performances of geopolitical practices.  Soldiers and veterans are uniquely 

situated in geopolitical discourses about “the state,” as they are framed and/or frame 

themselves, depending on the context, as both “state” and “non-state” actors.  As such, 

through their conjoined identities, they can be used to collapse the meta-narrative of the 

state-as-object by the phenomena of their very “being.”  In this interrogation, therefore, I 

add to an effort to push for a reconceptualization of the state through veterans’ lives – 

arguing that “it” should be re-imaged as an everyday relationship between citizens, which 

is also a state relationship (Abrams 1988; Kapferer 2005; Mitchell 1991; Painter 2006).  

A few of the visual points of entry I use in this dissertation are the performance of a 

general being “general-like” while standing on the streets of Washington, D.C., an image 

of a husband and wife discussing the day’s newspaper stories about veteran violence, and 

a soldier symbolically returning his medals by throwing them onto the steps of the United 

States Capitol Building. 
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METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

Discourse 

 A visual discourse analysis undergirds this dissertation, an analysis that adds to 

the more common approaches of textual and spoken analyses.  This visual analysis looks 

at and sees the performances of geopolitical practices – practices that enable particular 

atmospheres that give meaning to material and spatial contexts and politics.  Discourse 

theories and methodologies are widely defined and differently deployed; as such, it is key 

to tailor both to the goals of one’s study.  This study employs a visual methodology 

situated largely in semiotics as conceptualized by C.S. Piece and Roland Barthes.  In 

combination with visual methods I deploy discourse analysis as a means to reassemble 

the situatedness of identity performances.  The communicative event at the heart of 

discourse analysis is a communication “denominator,” one that manifests itself through 

varied forms of media and through which meaning is recognized.  The specific form of 

discourse analysis I deploy is drawn from two threads within discourse literature. 

 The first is from the work of geographers Eric Laurier and Chris Philo, who 

combine elements of Foucault’s historical investigations with elements of Garfinkel’s 

(and others), ethnomethodology (Laurier and Philo 2004).  They do this as a means to 

reveal the development of specific discursive formations – those systems of thought, 

language, and practices that produce particular subjects and that are produced within 

specific contexts.  The second thread is drawn from the work of critical geopolitician 

Martin Müller who in turn draws on Laclau and Mouffe’s conceptualization of discourse 
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(Müller 2008; 2010; 2011).  Müller sees, as do I, value in deploying their notion of 

discourse because it allows for 1) a more inclusive definition of discourse that includes 

social practice alongside “language;” 2) pays particular attention to the structural 

characteristics of discourse; and 3) tackles ideologies as effects of discursive hegemonies.  

Müller’s approach does not discount a textual and verbal discourse analysis; rather it adds 

to the range of possible geopolitical discourses available.  It does this while 

acknowledging that “geo-power depends not only on texts but on mobilizing things and 

making them work on one’s behalf” (Müller 2011: 10).  These two discourse analysis 

approaches enable one to move beyond the text and spoken word so as to address the 

production and communication of meaning through more diverse and subtle practices of 

communication, including those elements that are non-representational. 

 

Micro-history 

 A microhistorical analysis can bring into view past lives of “ordinary” peoples, 

not narrated as passive victims of circumstances, but instead shown to be individuals with 

agency, and where the local becomes a site for the consideration of wider issues by using 

the particular to explore broader societal and historiographical themes (Beaudry 2008; 

Brace, Bailey, and Harvey 2006; Ginzburg 1993; Harvey 2003; Levi 1991; Peltonen 

2001).  By using a microhistorical case study it is possible to conduct an examination of a 

locale as a site of situationally grounded experiences.  Through this approach, we can 

witness more than a mere glimpse of an instance; rather we witness the way everyday 

practices operationalize more extensively organized and coordinated practices that result 
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in the social and spatial constitution of the micro-macro politics of identity.  By looking 

at small scale interactions, we can interrogate the individual choices, negotiations, and 

manipulations that add up to a normative reality, which for this proposal is centered on 

“the state” (Brooks, DeCorse, and Walton 2008; Gagen, Lorimer, and Vasudevan 2007; 

Short and Godfrey 2007). 

Politics and its specific state-centric spatial component, geopolitics  are 

undeniably emotional and affectual social relationships, and within our everyday lives 

they are pervasive experiences that range from the conspicuous to the ephemeral.  

Because of this pervasiveness, it is critical if we want to enact socio-political change that 

we see geopolitical relationships in their enactment rather than through narratives crafted 

post-occurrence.  So how does one capture these relationships in their enactment?  This 

dissertation offers an historical means to this end through an exploration of the state as a 

performance – critically looking at these performances within the photographs of two 

veterans’ protests, and within the political cartoons of a soldier/veteran.  This historical 

orientation allows me to take advantage of hindsight, gain access to government archival 

media, and perhaps most importantly to trace out the micro-historical development of the 

global jigsaw puzzle of the modern state system that makes up our contemporary 

geopolitical world.  The historical actors of my story are drawn from the United State 

(U.S.) in three moments during the 20th century: during the early 1930s, the mid-1940s, 

and the early 1970s.  I choose these instances and micro-moments not as a way to imply 

that a soldier is a soldier and a veteran is a veteran regardless of place and time, but in 

order to demonstrate that the geopolitical practices and representations of what I prefer to 
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call “the state relationship” – rather than simply “the state” – continue to operate across 

different times and spaces albeit with varied outcomes and through micro-engagements 

between individuals – through the everyday. 

 

The Cases 

Each of the cases draws on a different period in United States (U.S.) 20th century 

history (two post-war periods after the First and Second World Wars and one wartime 

period during the Vietnam War).  The actors I draw on are veterans in all but one, 

instance.  The exception is a soldier who was still on active service during the historical 

period of my analysis.  In each case I question their lives as individuals or as collectives 

in order to tease out the contradictions in the various representations of their geopolitical 

lives.  Together these cases demonstrate that individual and collective geopolitical 

performances of practices and their re-presentations in the name of the state have 

operated and do operate using similar processes, i.e., entailing a geopolitics by 

representation rather than a geopolitics of representation (Castree and MacMillan 2004).  

This shift moves a critical geopolitical inquiry away from reproducing what it critiques, 

to critically engaging with the practices that produce the representations they critique. 

 The three cases each address “the state” through the tripartite relationship of 

spatiality, materiality, and performativity with an exploration of the everyday through the 

frame of performance.  Each of the cases uses differing evidence, different historical 

points in time, and differing frames of geopolitical representations of the national state in 

order to address the creation of, the commitment to and by, and contestation of the 
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national state.  Collectively the articles demonstrate that individual and collective 

geopolitical performances, practices, and representations of the national state have 

operated and do operate using similar processes of politics by representation, albeit with 

varied outcomes. 

 

Case A 

In Case A I tap, among others, the work of geographer Ben Anderson in order to witness 

the emotive and affective potentialities located within political cartoons (Anderson 2009, 

2010, 2012; Anderson and Harrison 2006; Bissell 2010; Conradson and Lantham 2007; 

McCormack 2008; Navaro-Yashin 2009).  A focus on the emergence and enactment of 

affective atmospheres illustrates that the quotidian “little things” have the capacity to 

engage critically with hegemonic geopolitical representations of the state, i.e., its 

overarching meta-narrative.  In this case I explore, through two specific post-World War 

Two political cartoons of soldier/veteran Bill Mauldin, the role affective atmospheres had 

in challenging representations of the Second World War U.S. soldier/veteran’s 

readjustment as a seamless process.  Through a semiotic analysis of how Mauldin 

depicted veterans’ readjustment I focus on Mauldin’s attempt to contradict the meta-

narrative of the “veteran as dangerous” and replace it with a narrative of the veteran as 

one who eschews violence and war. 
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Case B 

 In Case B, I visit the 1932 veterans’ march on Washington, D.C., examining, 

relative to one another, the individual public performances of the leader of the Bonus 

Expeditionary Force (B.E.F.), ex-sergeant Walter W. Waters, and the U.S. Army’s Chief-

of-Staff, General Douglas MacArthur.  Both individuals deployed the dress of military 

uniforms using the same hegemonic semiotic ideology to demonstrate and legitimize 

their particular geopolitical narratives, one of veterans as citizens who had served society 

and were now asking for assistance from the same and the other of soldiers/veterans the 

guardians of “the state.”  I argue that, Waters’ performance reflected the state as 

relationship, while MacArthur’s performance reflected the state as object. 

 

Case C 

 I move from an analysis of individuals to an analysis of a collective performance, 

that of the Vietnam Veterans Against the War (VVAW) and their efforts to turn on its 

head the hegemonic semiotic ideology that codes official military uniforms (and their 

wearers).  The Vietnam War veterans used the same category of materiality as Waters 

and MacArthur, i.e., the dress of military uniforms; however these veterans, through the 

use of guerilla theatre, re-purposed their embodied uniforms.  As the style of their protest 

evolved, the VVAW membership deployed, visually and visibly, their former lives as 

soldiers and in doing so directly challenged the meta-narrative of the state, in a peculiar 

manner that only war veterans could do.  In order to “bring the war home,” the VVAW 

membership performed their clothed bodies in a manner that illustrated the contradictions 
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between war as an everyday performed practice and war as an abstract and disembodied 

practice.  The non-violent VVAW protests, which were asking for an immediate 

withdrawal of U.S. forces, were performed in order to usurp the meta-narrative of the 

state and the veteran’s role within that meta-narrative, i.e., veterans as chauvinistic and 

militaristic “state actors.” 
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ABSTRACT 

Through the tensions with which Bill Mauldin imbued his political cartoons, he had the 
ability to draw the reader into particular geopolitical discourses and enable the emergence 
of particular affective atmospheres between the cartoon and the reader.  Mauldin and his 
drawings have been expounded on periodically, with most of these studies centered on 
Bill Mauldin as iconoclast or summary assessments of the impact his drawings had on 
soldiers during the Second World War.  Here, however, I advocate for a different 
approach to this work, one that is centered on a critical and performative geopolitical 
examination of the actors within his drawings (taken from his post-war work) as well as 
of the cartoonist himself.  To do this I look at the actors within Mauldin’s drawings as 
unique assemblages of actors who, through his pen, were imbued with the ability to 
mobilize particular affective atmospheres from a readership.  The atmospheres I discuss 
in this article largely focus on a sense of fear and the assuagement of that fear, both 
addressed by Mauldin’s critical engagement, through his cartoons, with a geopolitical 
discourse on the role(s) of veterans within post-war U.S. society. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Dig a hole in your back yard while it is raining.  Sit in the hole until the water 
climbs up around your ankles.  Pour cold mud down your shirt collar.  Sit there 
for forty-eight hours, and, so there is no danger of your dozing off, imagine that a 
guy is sneaking around waiting for a chance to club you on the head or set your 
house on fire.  Get out of the hole, fill a suitcase full of rocks, pick it up, put a 
shotgun in your other hand, and walk on the muddiest road you can find.  Fall flat 
on your face every few minutes as you imagine big meteors streaking down to 
sock you.  After ten or twelve miles (remember – you are still carrying the 
shotgun and suitcase) start sneaking through the wet brush.  Imagine that 
somebody has booby-trapped your route with rattlesnakes which will bite you if 
you step on them.  Give some friend a rifle and have him blast in your direction 
once in a while.  Snoop around until you find a bull.  Try to figure out a way to 
sneak around him without letting him see you.  When he does see you, run like 
hell all the way back to your hole in the back yard, drop the suitcase and shotgun, 
and get in.  If you repeat this performance every three days for several months 
you may begin to understand why an infantryman sometimes gets out of breath.  
But you still won’t understand how he feels when things get tough.  (Mauldin 
1945: 143-144). 
 

 I open with this provocative quote from political cartoonist and veteran Bill 

Mauldin’s first book with two purposes in mind.  The first as a means to set the stage – 

this time through his typewriter – for the emotive and affective registers Mauldin was 

capable of imbuing into his work, which was primarily done with his pen or brush.  The 

second is to provide an opening for an alternative and critical engagement with a 

geopolitics centered on the performance of actors, one that looks at the particular 

“doings” of geopolitical actors rather than just the rhetoric of geopolitics.  As Maudlin 

stated in a post-war interview, his role as a political cartoonist was to “jar, shake, needle 

people out of their fat-headedness” (Kuenster 1961: 10).  Although he was capable of 

doing this with words as he demonstrates in the above 1945 book excerpt, he did this 

most regularly through a visual means, in a way that enabled particular “affective 
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atmospheres” to emerge from a reader’s engagement with the actors from within his 

cartoons. 

He wrote the above passage - as some soldiers were returning home from 

“winning” the war in Europe and while others were still fighting in the Pacific - to do just 

that: to jar civilians into comprehending that war is an absurd geopolitical practice.  

Published before the war’s end, Mauldin’s visual and textual narrative of the war in Up 

Front (1945) was particularly important for the soon-to-be-returning soldiers and sailors.  

He was not alone with his concerns as seen in this cover image from an American 

Veterans Committee (AVC) pamphlet, published in mid-1945 (see Figure 1).  The AVC 

was a politically progressive organization of veterans and unlike other veteran 

organizations, membership was open to men and women, all “races,” and branches of 

service.  This cover image was both a response to and a call for veterans to think 

critically about their futures.  As Mauldin (who was a member of the AVC) and other 

veterans saw it, there was a need to mediate their “welcome home,” particularly their 

process of “readjustment” or “reconversion” from warrior to civilian (Bolte 1945; Ebey 

1947; Edgerton 1946; Mauldin 1945; Peel 1945; Pratt 1944; Waller 1944; Wecter 1944).  

In other words Mauldin wanted to remove certain “fat-headed” preconceptions of how 

the experience of war and/or combat had effectively and affectively shaped soldiers. 

Doing so, he believed, could intercede in re-defining the many issues that United 

States (U.S.) society faced with the rapidly concluding Second World War.  These issues, 

popularly and collectively referred to as “the veteran problem,” were tied to the rapid 

return of some 8-9 million soldiers, sailors, airmen, and marines (henceforth referred to 
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only as soldiers).  This “problem” encapsulated a broad range of societal adjustments, 

addressing among other issues employment, housing, family, and crime.  A series of 

inter-linked questions tied these issues together, focused on: what role would the 

returning soldiers take in the “new” 

society?; in what ways had this war 

changed those who had fought it?; and 

what might the repercussions be if they 

did change? 

 Mauldin and his drawings have 

been expounded on periodically - with 

most of these studies centered on Bill 

Mauldin as iconoclast or summary 

assessments of the impact his drawings 

had on soldiers during the Second 

World War (DePastino 2008; Kercher 

2006; Knox 1953; Kuenster 1961; 

Lamb 2004; Moskos 1972).  Here, 

however, I advocate for a different 

approach to this work, one that is 

centered on a critical and performative geopolitical examination of the actors within his 

drawings (taken from his post-war work) as well as of the cartoonist himself (Latour 

2005; Law 2002; Mauldin 1947; Wobst 2000, 2007).  To do this I look at the actors 

 
Figure 1 
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within Mauldin’s drawings as unique assemblages of actors who, through his pen, were 

imbued with the ability to mobilize particular affective atmospheres from a readership.  

The atmospheres I discuss in this article largely focus on a sense of fear and the 

assuagement of that fear, both addressed by Mauldin’s critical engagement, through his 

cartoons, with a geopolitical discourse on the role(s) of veterans within post-war U.S. 

society. 

To define affective atmospheres I draw on the works of Ben Anderson and others 

who construe affective atmospheres as those phenomenological moments of emotions 

that are always in the process of emergence in particular places and at particular times 

(Anderson 2009, 2010, 2012; Anderson and Adey 2011; Anderson and Harrison 2006; 

Bissel 2008; McCormack 2008; Navaro-Yashin 2009).  These authors collectively speak 

to the potentiality of the performances of practices, that is, to the “doings” of actors, and 

for this article I look at the palpable “doings” of a particular group of geopolitical actors, 

military veterans. 

Through a visual and semiotic analysis of Mauldin’s exemplary capability to 

communicate complex yet everyday issues by conjoining practices of geopolitics with the 

emergence of affective atmospheres, I want add to the discussion about how the 

examination of the phenomena of “atmospheres” can meaningfully participate in the field 

of critical geopolitics.  In doing this I suggest a unique set of data, political cartoons, and 

a semiotic and discursive analysis of the workings of myth in order to “capture” the 

emergence and enactment of atmospheres.  I see the ability to critically engage with the 

meta-narrative of the state, that mythical reified entity that governs our everyday lives, as 
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imperative.  The urgency I give this is because, we, as citizens, need to reconnect our 

everyday lives with that all too common practice that is geopolitically represented as 

exceptional: war.  This reconnection is needed to insure a more immediate sense for 

citizenry of the real physical and psychological impacts of war to citizens at large and as 

a result perhaps make us think twice before entering into our next war.  To this end I 

selected a sub-set of Mauldin’s post-war political cartoons that focus on his contestation 

of the myth about returning combat soldiers and the fear of their lack of “readjustment” 

or return to “normalcy,” as one means to examine the impacts wars have on society. 

The two cartoons employed in this article were drawn from a few dozen of 

Mauldin’s end of war and immediate post-war drawings.  They are among the thousands 

he produced and I explored as relevant to this work.  They were selected because of their 

exemplary nature in addressing the myth of the violent veteran.  His immediate post-war 

cartoons cover demobilization from a wide variety of perspectives that faced U.S. society 

at large and veterans specifically: from the availability of housing, to the wide 

proliferation of literature advising families on how to react and treat the soon returning 

family members, to discussions of how to translate wartime experiences into profitable 

employment futures. 

Following this introduction the article is divided into a further five sections.  Up 

first is a discussion of political cartoons.  Next is a definition in process of affective 

atmospheres.  The third section examines Bill Mauldin as political cartoonist and 

includes the deployment of an analytical framework designed to witness the emergence 

and enactment of atmospheres through one of his Pulitzer Prize winning cartoons.  This is 



64 

followed by an examination of two Mauldin cartoons that contested a particular meta-

narrative of returning veterans as dangerous, and then a conclusion. 

POLITICAL CARTOONS 

 Political (or editorial) cartoons are a specific type of graphic art that, through the 

deployment of satire tell stories; these narratives are composed of complex sign 

assemblages that signify, through the global coherence of the drawing, a destructive force 

that ultimately has a constructive goal of reform (Lamb 2004; Press 1981).  The political 

cartoon does this by critically tackling, through satire, the commonsense, the status quo, 

the normative - though again, with a voice of hope, not hopelessness.  Satire often works 

not by speaking a literal truth, but rather a rhetorical truth that offers a view of the 

travesty of a situation, which then reflects the image back on the representational 

practices being critiqued (Lamb 2004; Press 1981).  When the political cartoonist deploys 

satire by means of ridicule, sarcasm, irony, and caricature, he or she directs it at human 

absurdity, inefficiency, or “wickedness” and, through this process, the corruption and 

lunacy of particular representations are exposed and the potentialities for reform are 

opened.  To achieve these goals, the satire embedded within the political cartoon must 

therefore be powerful enough to break down the thinking that inhibits potentialities for 

reform. 

 The political cartoonist draws with specific audiences in mind (including editors) 

and often employs the following in some combination to be effective: cartoons that are 

intimate, personal, and uncomfortable; cartoons that point out what is wrong, often by 

making it look ridiculous; and/or cartoons that are hard hitting in that they reach out and 
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grab the reader through some affective means (Lamb 2004; Press 1981).  To meet these 

goals the political cartoonist needs to: 1) involve the reader; 2) provide enough of a 

background/historical context of the cartoon’s subject for the reader to make sense of it; 

3) be connected conceptually and/or contextually to the same; and 4) recognize that the 

reader will take what they want, but hopefully be guided enough by the cartoonist’s 

capabilities that the intended sensibility of the cartoon will be comprehended.  As such, it 

is important that the cartoon’s readers take the specificity of the drawing beyond the 

event depicted; i.e., in order to be communicable the cartoon requires that the reader 

make the connection to a real world, whether in the past or present, and identify the event 

or actor that is within the cartoon with that which the cartoonist is critiquing (Rosenheim 

1963). 

 Mauldin, in order to jar and needle his readership, worked within these 

propositions.  Each component of his illustrations created a globally cohesive network of 

interrelations – an image as story, evoking not a literal truth but rather a rhetorical and 

illustrative truth nested within particular realities.  In crafting the narratives that engaged 

Mauldin’s reader viscerally, he gave them a provocative and yet uncomfortable point of 

access to the socio-political world that he was commenting on.  It is in how Mauldin 

drew his actors, human and non-human, and in how he situated them, that his cartoons 

are uniquely suited as exemplars of (a critical take on) the performative aspects of 

emergent and enacted geopolitics.  For the analysis in this article I break down Mauldin’s 

political cartoons into two components: the illustration, i.e., the drawing narrative; and 

the caption, i.e., the textual narrative.  Together the two enable a particular tension to 
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emerge from within the cartoon as a whole; a strategy that Mauldin used often, but not 

always. 

AFFECTIVE ATMOSPHERES 

 Political cartoons are visceral, visual, and performative commentaries on 

culturally specific political practices and they operate, in principal, by enabling particular 

affective atmospheres to emerge.  The emotive and effective registers that animate these 

atmospheres are found within all facets of life, including geopolitics.  Geopolitics is thus 

not an abstract or elite realm of practice; rather it permeates all aspects of everyday life.  

It is intrinsically an everyday practice (Schudson 2001).  Affective atmospheres animate 

political cartoons and their readers in a manner such that they are always in the process of 

forming and transforming, of working and re-working, through the relationships between 

the actors who inhabit them (human and non-human) and the actors who read them.  

Atmospheres in this sense serve as spaces of enactment between the concepts of 1) affect, 

i.e., the sensual (the phenomenological) qualities that arise from the interplay when 

human and non-human artefacts are assembled in everyday contexts, and 2) emotion, i.e., 

the culturally specific performances of the sensual qualities (Anderson 2009). 

 Political cartoons thus engage with the four propositions put forth by Ben 

Anderson and Paul Harrison (2006) in their exploration of a grounded theory of affect 

and emotion: 1) they are the artefactual correlates that communicate an atmosphere in at 

least two manners: firstly by communicating from the artist to the reader through the 

drawing itself and the locale of its viewing (e.g., where within the newspaper it is located 

and/or where the newspaper itself is read); and secondly (and most important for this 
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work) communicate from within the drawing itself through the performances of the actors 

within the material and spatial contexts of the cartoon that mobilize its satire; 2) the 

characters within this satirical narrative enable the emergence of new engagements for 

the reader by the cartoonist’s repositioning of their readings within an alternative meta-

narrative; 3) political cartoons, through the use of a visual language they, transmit their 

affective and emotive registers within a more loosely defined and visceral discursive 

narrative which is embedded within a semiotic ideology; and 4) in doing so they can 

collapse the (false) divide between formal (i.e., elite) and informal (i.e., popular) 

geopolitics and relocate geopolitical agency in the “everydayness” of the everyday.  This 

last proposition is accomplished through the cartoonist’s act of “drawing” in citizens to 

participate in geopolitical discourses, through a visual language that is at the same time 

both - and neither - formal and informal, elite and popular. 

 Here I briefly introduce two examples of analyses of the emergence and 

enactment of affective atmospheres. The first is David Bissel’s (2010) exploration of the 

emergence of the sense of a particular place within a train carriage and the second is Yael 

Navaro-Yashin’s (2009) exploration of a post-conflict landscape in Cyprus.  Bissell 

observes how different affective atmospheres erupted and decayed within the space of a 

train carriage by using in part the notion of “affective fields” drawn from the work of 

David Conradson and Alan Lantham (Conradson and Lantham 2007).  These fields are 

the locales where people, materiality, and spatiality interactively join to reflect the 

dynamic relationship between these actors - the human and the non-human - in their 

enactment, and, in turn, how these fields then have the capacity to modify actors’ 
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performances.  Both of these enactments occur in a continual process of emergence that 

is situated within the particular place of its enactment.  Bissell observes how a sense of 

“busyness” occupied a particular space within the train carriage giving it a particular 

feeling of productivity.  This feeling emerged through the actions of the human and non-

human actors who performed a sense of being “busy.”  Observing this atmosphere, 

Bissell notes that when the performances of the human actors on the train who read, 

wrote, typed, etc., were combined with the materiality of being “busy,” i.e., computers, 

phones, papers, pens, etc. this particular space of a railroad carriage was transformed into 

a place of business, which had in turn made the human actors seemingly appear to be 

productive.  An affective atmosphere of busyness continually emerged – communicating 

that it was a place to sit if one wanted to “work.” 

 Navaro-Yashin (2009) argues that out of the divisive Cypriot wars’ particular 

relationships between the people, the spatial, and the material emerged from the 

intertwined affectivities and the emotions of these intertwined actors (Navaro-Yashin 

2009).  Her focus, like Bissell’s, is on the reciprocal nature of the transmission of 

affective atmospheres through the interrelations of performance, materiality, and 

spatiality.  In examining the ruins, i.e., the “unoccupied” border zone and the confiscated 

lands that resulted from the Cypriot conflicts, she sees them as mutually produced by 

those who made them and who now live within them and in return how these ruins exude 

their own affective and emotive senses upon those who had produced and who inhabit 

them now.  It is out of this feedback loop that particular affective atmospheres 

continually emerge, i.e., it enables particular and palpable places to emerge that are 
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reflective of the actors located along the border between these two Cypriot states.  In 

addition, these ruins influence those who do not live there, but enter it for various 

reasons, such as the impact they put upon Navaro-Yashin as she inhabited them. 

For Mauldin, the affective fields were located in the everyday situations the 

combat soldiers and veterans found themselves in; fields emergent and enacted in 

everyday places that were centered on their particular identity as combat soldiers and 

veterans.  In the same way the sense of “busyness” emerged as a particular place within 

the train carriage or in how Navaro-Yashin’s “ruins” imbued a particular place with both 

past and present ruins of geopolitical practices, Mauldin’s cartoons enabled particular 

affective atmospheres to emerge from his illustrations of how those “little things” of 

everyday life engaged soldiers and veterans with particular geopolitical practices (Thrift 

2000).  It is through the visual narrative of the political cartoon that Mauldin enabled 

readers to engage with that palpable and visceral emergence of particular places – places 

nested within everyday hegemonic geopolitical meta-narratives that were for example 

located, as I explore below, on a street, in a living room, or a bar. 

MAULDIN AS POLITICAL CARTOONIST 

 Bill Mauldin is probably best known for his drawings that examined the everyday 

lives of Second World War combat soldiers, a body of work for which he has been called 

the combat soldier’s best friend and consummate spokesperson (DePastino 2008; Knox 

1953; Moskos 1972).  Unlike many of his wartime contemporaries who drew more for 

gags, such as the two popular wartime cartoonists George Baker and Dave Breger, 

Mauldin drew with the intent to honestly and viscerally evoke everyday life on the 
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frontlines.  His cartoons provided a critical and satirical perspective that enabled 

combatants to maintain, through self-parody, a sense of sanity in a world of insanity.  As 

he said of his own drawings, “Since I’m a cartoonist, maybe I can be funny after the war, 

but nobody who has seen this war can be cute about it while it is going on.  The only way 

I can try to be a little funny is to make something out of the humorous situations which 

come up even when you don’t think life could be any more miserable” (Mauldin 1945: 7-

8). 

Mauldin’s career began as a part-time cartoonist and a full-time infantryman.  He 

volunteered for the infantry (the branch of the army that does the actual “fighting”) for 

two reasons: first because he wanted to know first-hand what a “real” soldier’s life 

entailed and second because then he would be able to more accurately depict the 

experiences he was communicating through his drawings (Mauldin 1945, 1971).  This 

desire for situated knowledge worked hand-in-hand with Mauldin’s obsession with 

drawing the small details correctly, from the type of rifle issued and how it was carried, 

to the details of and the placement of a veteran’s “ruptured duck” lapel discharge pin, to 

an individual’s haircut, and to the myriad forms of mud that soldiers live within.  Both of 

these elements, the situated knowledge and the attention to detail, were elemental 

components of his drawings that, when combined, enabled him to communicate through 

satire a uniquely vivid and convincing sense of “reality” for the reader (DePastino 2008; 

Mauldin 1945, 1971). 

As his cartoons grew in popularity with soldiers, Mauldin and his drawings were 

also introduced to the civilian population of the United States.  Ernie Pyle, a well-known 
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U.S. syndicated journalist of the 1930s and the early 1940s, described Mauldin in early 

1944 as “the finest cartoonist the war has produced. And that’s not merely because his 

cartoons are funny, but because they are also terribly grim and real… His cartoons are 

about the war” (Nichols 1986: 197).  By the spring and early summer of 1944, largely as 

a result of Pyle’s column and a subsequent article in Life magazine, Mauldin’s cartoons 

were syndicated to some 150 stateside newspapers, which meant that his drawings now 

reached a much wider audience (DePastino 2008). 

Despite some initial doubt, and much to his own chagrin, his cartoons also spoke 

to the home front population: “Since my drawings have been kicking around in some 

papers in the states, a lot of dogfaces over here have been very surprised and so have 

I….If it means that people at home are beginning to understand these strange, mud-caked 

creatures who fight the war and are beginning to understand their minds and their own 

type of humor, that’s even more swell” (Mauldin 1945: 8).  The manner in which his 

drawings had an impact on the home-front populace is evidenced by his winning of the 

1945 Pulitzer Prize for Editorial Cartooning (his first of two Pulitzer Prizes) and his 

book, Up Front becoming a best seller, also in 1945. 
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 As an example of Mauldin’s unique ability to evoke a certain emotive and 

affective sensibility in his political cartoons, we will look at the cartoon that won him the 

1945 Pulitzer Prize for Editorial Cartooning (see Figure 2).  In this cartoon, initially 

published on 13 

October 1944, Mauldin 

communicates one 

particular contradictory 

aspect of war; a sense 

of headiness deployed 

in home-front news (the 

caption) and a sense of 

weary exhaustion 

experienced by soldiers 

on the war front (the 

illustration).  This 

contradiction is most 

often masked by 

wartime propaganda, 

which is by its very nature realized through the misdirection and resignification of 

meaning in order to propagate particular alternative narratives. 

 Propaganda is essentially a narrative form of myth.  Drawing on the work of 

Roland Barthes, the production of myth is the process of re-signification of a sign that 

 
Figure 2 
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partly empties it of its meaning so as to shift the meaning of the still recognizable, but 

now hollow, sign.  This is done in order to repurpose the sign and, in so doing enable 

some narratives and disable others (Barthes 1972; Eco 1979).  For Barthes, an 

overarching narrative or meta-narrative is one that provides a history that is already 

naturalized (i.e., re-signified) and that helps to set the stage for other narratives to come 

into being.  Propaganda as myth is coded by semiotic ideologies.  Semiotic ideologies are 

those hegemonically agreed upon systems of assigning meanings for signs that guide us 

through our everyday lives.  They are helped by and also help undergird myth and are the 

basis for making particular geopolitical meta-narratives believable or at least plausible.  

In the case of this cartoon, its target was the reciprocal relationship between a semiotic 

ideology and a meta-narrative which attempted to uphold the myth of the victorious and 

driven soldier.  Challenging this type of propaganda is what Mauldin excelled at doing. 

Mauldin’s visual narrative in this particular political cartoon (Figure 2) did not 

jive with the United States’ (or even Germany’s) meta-narrative that this war was fought 

by brave, clean, and inexhaustible American (or German) men.  Mauldin deployed an 

alternative narrative using the same process of re-signification that enables particular 

meta-narratives and in doing so attempted to disable this particular meta-narrative 

through satire.  He put into contestation the coherent sign system of the cartoon itself, i.e., 

the textual component of the “News item” and the visual component of the performative, 

material, and spatial contexts of the illustration’s actors.  In doing so he challenged the 

reader to re-configure the two contradictory sets of emotive and affective registers: one a 

feeling of heady victory as read in the “news item,” with the other, read in the context of 
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the illustration, exhaustion from that life experience universally shared by all combatants.  

The second set, that of exhaustion, was largely absent from hegemonic meta-narratives of 

this war, at least while it was still being fought.  Thus the insertion of Mauldin’s cartoon 

into the geopolitical discourse about the conduct of this war in home-front news was 

unique and recognized with the Pulitzer Prize. 

To achieve his goal of disjunction Mauldin visually juxtaposed his bedraggled 

soldiers with the fictional press release that relates in some unclear manner to the 

soldiers.  Without explicitly calling attention to this contradiction between the “real” (i.e., 

exhausted soldiers) and the “imagined” (i.e., the press release), Mauldin, through the use 

of a visual mismatch implicitly enables a particular affective atmosphere to emerge: 

confusion. 

Mauldin drew the material and the spatial elements, i.e., the town, the weather, 

and the soldiers, so as to make them almost visually indistinguishable from one another.  

Through his purposeful merging of the soldiers, the German (the four soldiers on the 

right) and the U.S. soldiers (the single soldier on the left), into “one soldier” and the 

melding of them into their physical environment, he allows for the reader to 

phenomenologically participate in the emergence and enactment of the reality of the 

actual practice of war.  In contrast to the imagined imagery of the U.S. soldiers 

announced in the “News item,” Mauldin visually highlights the mismatch between the 

lived conditions of life at the war front and the conditions of that locale imagined by 

people on the home-front. 
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To read the signs that distinguish a U.S. from a German soldier in this cartoon, a 

reader needs a certain level of visual literacy to tell apart the two opposing sides, e.g., the 

differences between their uniforms and equipment.  In the misfire of signification 

between the text and the illustration Mauldin counted on the visual illiteracy of the reader 

to enable the particular affective atmosphere of confusion to unfold.  It is this move that 

makes this cartoon so politically powerful because out of this sense of confusion the 

potential for questions that address geopolitical representational practices is opened.  The 

national citizen is drawn into the geopolitical discourse over the practice of war while 

sitting in their kitchen or living room.  The war itself emerges in their homes.  This subtle 

yet evocative visual communication of at least two simultaneously operating affective 

atmospheres, exhaustion and confusion, were all located within an approximate 4x3 inch 

cartoon panel and published in some 150 newspaper outlets.  This ability to communicate 

geopolitical practices through ink and paper demonstrates the unique skills that made 

Mauldin an excellent critical geopolitician. 

THE VETERAN AS DANGEROUS 

 Following his discharge from the Army in the early summer of 1945, Mauldin 

debated what to do next with his career: “I still had my original plan of taking my 

characters, Willie and Joe, out of the army with me, and putting them through the mill 

with the rest of the veterans…Just as I had been able to draw reasonably good pictures of 

the soldiers in the infantry divisions because I could, in a sense identify myself with 

them, so I felt I could be a veteran along with everybody else and carry out my plan for 

drawing the ‘new citizens’” (Mauldin 1947: 31).  He did bring his characters home and 



76 

he had them confront and be confronted by the many issues facing U.S. society as it 

transitioned from a war to a peace. 

His popularity had also transferred to the post-war world where he continued his 

career as a political cartoonist, but now as civilian and as veteran – with one or the other 

identity surfacing more prominently in his political cartoons depending on where his gaze 

was focused.  The reaction to his post-war work was at first similar to his wartime work, 

which included in 1947 a second best-selling book, Back Home.  Its format was similar to 

Up Front, a mix of visual and textual narratives, drawn since his return home, however 

instead of tackling the inequalities and deprivations of combat and war, this book tackled 

issues such as racism in the U.S., the developing Cold War between the U.S. and the 

U.S.S.R., and issues of demobilization. 

Postwar periods of demobilization receive little academic attention, perhaps 

because of the “excitement” of the prior events and the “stable” life found after the 

transition to peace.  Within U.S. society at large there is a selective amnesia about the 

transition from war to peace following the end of the Second World War.  This is 

particularly evident in such popular writings as those of Tom Brokaw’s Greatest 

Generation (1998) and The Greatest Generation Speaks (1999) and Stephen Ambrose’s 

Band of Brothers (1992) and Citizen Soldiers (1997) or popular director/producer Steven 

Spielberg’s film Saving Private Ryan (1998) and the HBO television miniseries Band of 

Brothers (2001) and The Pacific (2010).  Each of these narratives (with the exception of 

one, The Pacific, which only touches on the subject in the last episode) seemingly 
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remembers to forget the fears and apprehensions (outside of those on the war front) that 

occupied the citizens of the wartime and immediate post-war periods in the United States. 

With demobilization underway as of late 1945, the stateside home-front civilians 

and overseas returning veterans each maintained, from differing perspectives, certain 

expectations and/or anticipations about just what post-war society was going to be like.  

At the center of this apprehension was a looming large-scale demographic shift.  Within a 

space of a year and a half the home-front civilian population had to make room for the 

demobilization of some 11 million soldiers (with 8-9 million returning from overseas) 

and they had to be ready to address in some manner a number of unsettling questions that 

accompanied this rapid demobilization. 

Most of these questions fell under the umbrella heading of “the veteran problem” 

and they addressed issues such as: the potential for a jump in unemployment with the 

newly demobilized (and now unemployed) soldiers returning home; labor strikes in 

reaction to reduced post-war manufacturing output and the loss of jobs accompanied by 

this reduction; housing shortages and inflated housing rents driven by a lack of adequate 

housing stock; the changing nature of marriage, including a recent sharp rise in divorce 

rates; and a feared increase in violent crime due to the collective impact of these issues.  

Violent crime was, perhaps more importantly, also being linked to a pivotal and yet 

unanswered question - how the trauma of the war had changed the soon to be returning 

citizens who had fought it. 

The returning soldiers, like their civilian counter parts, were also concerned with 

these issues; however for the veterans the problem was heightened by their own 
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trepidations about what “home” meant; most had departed home before it was impacted 

by labour shifts, household restructuring, shortages of daily goods, etc.  They also had 

hopes and misgivings over what tomorrow would bring politically, not only for the U.S., 

but also for the world.  The prosecution of this war had transplanted, in a short span of 

time, more U.S. citizens across the globe than ever before; put a great number of them in 

harm’s way; and exposed them all to the changing nature of war, a nature that included 

the destructive capabilities of strategic air bombardment and atomic weapons. 

Two perspectives, one coming from internationalism and the other from the 

destructive nature of war, greatly impacted the veterans, who upon their return had to 

face a society that categorized them as exceptional because of these exposures.  Charles 

Bolte, Chairman of the American Veterans Committee, addressed these misgivings and 

hopes in the introduction to his 1945 book, The New Veteran: 

GI Joe, mythical darling of the advertising copy writers, has had more nonsense 
written about him than ever has been set down concerning any other American 
folk hero with the possible exception of Davy Crockett.  He is variously 
represented as a simple-witted boy whose only thought is coming home to Mom 
and blueberry pie, a trained killer who will stalk the land with a tommy-gun 
shooting up labor leaders and war profiteers, a mental case whose aberrations will 
upset the tidy households and offices of America for a generation, a bitter and 
cynical man who will ruthlessly seize the reins of political power for selfish ends, 
a starry-eyed idealist who will fashion a perfect world when released from army 
discipline and become a charge upon the community (Bolte 1945: 1). 

 
A few pages later however he follows this with a more hopeful note, “With the 

knowledge we [veterans] have gained of living with each other, with our new skills and 

disciplines, we can certainly give much to our families, our neighbors, our country, and 

our world.  We have the best reasons to hate war and to work for peace, at home and 

abroad” (Bolte 1945: 6).  Despite their own hopes and public claims to the contrary, a 
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mainstream geopolitical discourse still configured veterans as potentially dangerous 

citizens (Bolte 1945; Brooks 2004; Ebey 1947; Edgerton 1946; Mauldin 1945; Peel 1945; 

Pratt 1944; Ross 1969; Saxe 2002; Waller 1944; Wecter 1944). 

 The propagation of the meta-narrative of the dangerous veteran involved the shift 

of meaning brought about in the production of myth, i.e., a semiotic partial emptying of 

the meaning of “veteran” as a particular sign, e.g., hero and its re-signification from that 

of hero of the state to that of threat to the state and society.  This re-signification – shift in 

meaning - was possible because, in this process, the veteran was not fully emptied of his 

meaning; rather his training and skills were retained, but now these skills were re-aimed 

at a domestic rather than a foreign target.  Within the myth of the veteran as dangerous, is 

the view that he is a danger to the normative social and political practices of his own 

society.  He is a danger enabled through his supposedly inculcated violent nature of being 

a soldier.  The veteran within the discourse of the veteran as dangerous was feared not so 

much because of what he did, but rather because of the perception of what he could do. 

 This myth has two key tropes: first, the veteran as a violent individual who, 

irreparably altered by his wartime experiences, is a threat to fellow individual citizens 

(e.g., through domestic violence, armed robbery, murder, etc.); and second, the veteran as 

a violent collective because of their unique experiences, i.e., either the training given 

soldiers to perform in combat and/or the actual performance of combat.  Veterans within 

this second trope were imagined as a collective who had the potential to threaten the 

institution of the state and society as a whole (Bolte 1945; Brooks 2004; Ebey 1947; 

Edgerton 1946; Mauldin 1945; Peel 1945; Pratt 1944; Ross 1969; Saxe 2002; Waller 
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1944; Wecter 1944).  Mauldin addressed the effect this myth had on enabling the 

emergence of the affective atmosphere of fear in the U.S. when he wrote: 

This feeling has been so strong in some places that veteran combat men are 
looked at askance by worried and peaceable citizens…There will be a few 
problems, undoubtedly, because combat soldiers are made up of ordinary 
citizens—bricklayers, farmers, and musicians…But the vast majority of combat 
men are going to be no problem at all.  They are so damned sick and tired of 
having their noses rubbed in a stinking war that their only ambition will be to 
forget it (Mauldin 1945: 9-10) 

 
Here Mauldin, like Bolte, suggests that the myth of the dangerous veteran holds no water; 

suggesting instead that the veteran who has performed violence in the name of the state 

wants little to do with violence.  After writing this passage, Mauldin also put this 

message to ink and paper, using the one voice he knew best, his political cartoons. 

He addressed this misconception of inculcated violence through a number of 

cartoons, drawn during and after the war.  Here I deploy from his post-war work two 

cartoons to illustrate how Mauldin waded into this geopolitical discourse and contested 

the myth of the veteran as dangerous.  The first cartoon (Figure 3) situates the idea of the 

dangerous veteran within the potentialities of individual violence within the home.  This 

second cartoon (Figure 4) addresses the notion of the imagined combat veterans’ 

collective penchant for violence, which when combined with a politically unstable state 

identity (i.e., politically revolutionary) enabled a sense of fear to emerge - a fear centered 

on the veterans’ capabilities to launch a potential revolution. 



81 

 We see in Figure 3 Mauldin’s narrative counter to that of the veteran as 

individually dangerous through the tension brought between the illustration of the veteran 

and his environment and that of the cartoon’s caption.  This formula follows his method 

of drawing the reader into a 

particular geopolitical 

discourse by contrasting 

the illustration with the 

caption (e.g., the 

phenomenological life of a 

veteran and the 

representations of their life 

by others).  In doing so he 

uses the caption (and the 

newspaper’s headlines) to 

suggest that imagery used 

by the news-media is 

girded by and undergirds 

the myth of the dangerous 

veteran, and he then counters it with the visual of the veteran’s performance within the 

illustration.  This performance is highlighted in the way that Mauldin enables an affective 

atmosphere to emerge between the actors within the cartoon and the reader.  In this 

cartoon, Mauldin speaks to the dangers posed by individual veterans to other individual 

 
Figure 3 
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citizens, i.e., he shows a dangerous veteran as a single aberration, based not in the 

collective of veterans but in a maladjusted individual. 

He does this by spatially situating his narrative within a household.  With some 

perhaps 14-16 million veterans in total (approximately 33% of the draft eligible U.S. 

population), most if not all families had a veteran who was a close relative.  By placing 

this cartoon’s subject matter in the home, Mauldin is making a connection to those 

millions of families who also sit in their houses and discuss the day’s events.   The actors 

of this illustration are a veteran, most likely his wife or girlfriend, a newspaper, and 

certain iconic and indexical furniture, a couch and a standing lamp, suggesting it is a 

home’s sitting or living room.  The action of the illustration is centered on the woman 

reading aloud from the day’s newspaper, while the veteran sits nearby and listens. 

The veteran’s posture is slightly slumped forward and he appears to be only 

partially engaged in the conversation, as indicated by his body’s orientation, which faces 

away from the woman.  In his hands he holds a drink in one and a cigarette in the other.  

There is only one signifier that he is a veteran and that he is connected in some manner 

with the newspapers headlines or the story that the woman comments on, the presence of 

his demobilization lapel “pin,” the Honorable Service Lapel Button, more widely known 

by its popularly moniker “the ruptured duck.”  This button was issued to all soldiers as 

they were demobilized as a means to visually demarcate veteran from non-veteran, and in 

doing so, instill a sense of community and honor amongst its wearers and draw from non-

veterans a sense of respect and gratitude for their service.  Although not widely worn by 

veterans as a daily practice, it was nonetheless used in post-war films and other visual 
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media as a semiotic plot element to signify veteran characters from non-veteran 

characters. 

 There are a number of tensions that emerge from this cartoon, with the newspaper 

playing a key role in enabling this affective atmosphere to emerge amongst them are 

tensions between the illustration and the caption; between the newspaper and the veteran; 

between the newspaper and the woman; and between the cartoon itself and the myth of 

the dangerous veteran.  This newspaper’s headlines and by-lines superficially 

demonstrate the connections between the innate violent tendencies of returned veterans 

and the prosecution of personal crimes – coding for the reader the veteran as a dangerous 

individual actor.  Mauldin chose to give the newspaper a particular moniker, “The Daily 

Dirt,” suggesting to his readers that it is a tabloid versus a “legitimate” newspaper, 

putting into question the legitimacies of its stories. 

 Each of the two people’s body language speaks of particular interactions with the 

newspaper’s stories.  First, the woman seems nonplused about the recurrence of the meta-

narrative of the dangerous veteran.  She appears to be merely reading the stories to the 

veteran, engaged with the news of the day.  The veteran’s posture, as he looks askance 

towards the headlines and the woman, suggests he is tired, weary perhaps, of this 

narrative.  Mauldin has drawn this particular veteran to appear the opposite of dangerous, 

including by providing him with a pair of eyeglasses (semiotically suggestive of 

weakness).  The illustration (without the caption) can be read as supportive of the myth of 

the veteran as dangerous because all we see emblazoned across the newspaper are reports 
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of veteran-connected crimes and the two individuals, one a veteran, reading/listening to 

the stories perhaps worried by the reports. 

It is the inclusion of the caption, which has the woman commenting on a small 

story located within the middle of the paper that produces a moment of counter narrative 

to that of the dangerously violent veteran.  She says simply, “There’s a small item on 

page 17 about a triple ax murder.  No veteran involved.”  In pointing out a crime story 

that has to gone out of its way to state that no veterans were involved is suggestive that 

all crime normally does involve a veteran, at least for this newspaper’s writers and 

editors.  With this woman’s vocalization, the veteran’s physicality is re-signified.  He 

now enables the possible emergence of the exhaustion not from the context of the violent 

veteran, but rather with a weariness from this hegemonic discourse.  The caption thus 

draws the reader explicitly into the geopolitical discourse of veterans as a violent element 

in society and provides for the opening of questions by citizens in order to challenge this 

myth.  Mauldin is asking; are veterans predisposed to violence and therefore dangerous to 

individuals and society, or is there an element of hype, of sensationalism in the media 

that allows the myth of the dangerous veteran to continually re-emerge? 

In Figure 4 the second trope of veterans as collectively dangerous, in particular to 

society and “the state,” is played out in a barroom.  In the choice of this material and 

spatial setting, Mauldin draws on the significance that a barroom (or other secluded 

public space) has played in revolutions, e.g., the 1923 Beer Hall Putsch in Germany.  The 

visual cues that this locale is a bar are: a light that illuminates the room and casts 

shadows, suggesting that it is either night and/or a darkened and secluded room; the two 
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drink advertisements tacked to the front of the bar; the corked bottle on top of the bar 

placed between the 

barkeeps, one who 

wears a bow-tie 

(suggestive of a service 

job); and in front of the 

bar (in the illustration’s 

foreground), a high-

backed booth with 

wings that partially 

obscures the patrons 

while they sit in the 

booth. 

There are three 

individuals present, two 

barkeeps (located 

behind the bar) and one soldier/veteran (seated in the booth).  The barkeeps are in civilian 

clothing; both are balding (suggestive of a particular age group and perhaps an associated 

socio-political outlook).  The barkeep on the left side of the image is speaking in a 

hushed manner, suggested by the placement of his hand in front of his mouth, to the 

barkeep at his left.  The listening barkeep is looking, seemingly in response to the first 

barkeeper’s whispered comments, at the soldier/veteran sitting in the booth. 

 
Figure 4 
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The soldier/veteran wears his uniform, adorned on his left breast with two rows of 

ribbons and a Combat Infantryman’s Badge (CIB) and other insignia on his collar and 

cap suggestive of a U.S. Army uniform.  The inclusion of the CIB tells the reader that he 

is a combat veteran (as opposed to a veteran who did not engage in personal combat).  

Thus this particular individual has the supposed inculcated capability “to fight.”  The 

state of his uniform is slightly disheveled in that his tie is loosened and the top button of 

his shirt is unbuttoned.  He is holding a glass in his right hand and a cigarette in his left 

hand and is looking down toward the table, seemingly in contemplative thought or 

perhaps transplanted to another space and time. 

Seeing a soldier in uniform after their discharge was not an uncommon 

occurrence after the end of the war because most soldiers, when they enlisted, gave up 

their civilian clothes.  When they were demobilized, even if a newly anointed veteran 

wanted to purchase a new suit, shortages of cloth and the time required for tailoring made 

the immediate wearing of new clothes an impossibility.  In allowance for this situation 

soldiers were authorized to wear their uniforms, with an embroidered “ruptured duck” 

sewn on the right breast, for up to 30 days after demobilization.  In this cartoon however 

Mauldin utilizes the uniform as a particular signifier.  Unlike in the previous cartoon (Fig. 

3), Mauldin does not put this veteran in civilian clothes, but rather leaves him in uniform.  

With this choice Mauldin allows the reader to “see” two things: first that the veteran is a 

combat veteran (rather than “just” a veteran, signified by the ruptured duck lapel button); 

and second that he has only recently began his process of “readjustment,” his return to 

normalcy, being very recently discharged. 
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Mauldin once again used the tension created between the illustration and the 

caption, in order to allow a particular affective atmosphere to emerge between the cartoon 

and the reader and in doing so he again draws the reader in so as to engage them with the 

particular geopolitical discourse of the dangerous veteran.  The caption, a conversation 

between the two barkeeps, reads, “I can’t tell whether he’s a war-embittered young 

radical or a typical, sound, 100 per cent American fighting man.”  Without specifying 

why there is a sense of confusion for the two men, Mauldin through their dialogue 

visually redirects the reader’s attention to the veteran and enables a particular affective 

atmosphere to emerge: trepidation.  This fear is found in the reading - semiotically - of 

the veteran’s uniform in conjunction with or in contrast to his inscrutable body language.  

The fear is in not knowing what impact the war had on this combat veteran, did the war 

configure him as an upholder of societal ideals and the home and exhausted or did it 

configure him as a threat to society as a whole as a result of performing combat? 

Here Mauldin is draws our attention to a particular myth, that war veterans are 

collectively dangerous.  This particular myth operates again on the shifting meaning 

assigned to a war veteran, from hero and defender to a sign of potential danger.  Because 

of their unique and collective training and the employment of this training on a 

battlefield, the soldier/veteran is dangerous at first to the “enemy.”  However once the 

war is over, a question arises: where (or on whom) does the soldier/veteran’s gaze now 

fall?  With this myth, the veteran as a sign has been hollowed out once again and re-

signified.  Within living memory of the barkeeps, the veteran, and this drawing’s readers 

when first published, some organized veterans had instilled fear in government officials 
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and other citizens following the First World War.  In Russia, Italy, and Germany, 

veterans launched successful and violent revolutions, overturning their governments and 

in a number of other Western states veterans protested - sometimes violently and 

sometimes peacefully - as an organized collective in order   to initiate changes to their 

societies, e.g., the United Kingdom, France, and the United States.  The question of the 

“war-embittered young radical” or the “typical, sound, 100 per cent American fighting 

man” draws attention to this past, allowing the reader to re-signify the meaning of “a 

veteran.”  In setting this scene with the visual of the enigmatic veteran narrated with this 

particular caption, Mauldin asked his fellow citizens to think critically on what they 

imagine the roles of veterans in this new post-war society to be. 

If one viewed this cartoon out of the context of Mauldin’s career, it might suggest 

that he is contributing his support for an atmosphere of fear, a fear of the potentially 

dangerous (and revolutionary) veteran, however when seen in the context of his body of 

work, he is instead assuaging that atmosphere of fear.  Mauldin’s work (and that of other 

veterans) suggested that the majority of U.S. veterans had a desire for a return to 

normalcy and to leave the violent world of war behind them.   

CONCLUSION 

 I have in this article a goal similar to Mauldin’s, i.e., to jar, shake, and needle 

contemporary people out of their fat-headed conceptions of military actors by bringing to 

light how wars and their aftermaths were lived in the everyday.  In this all too brief 

discussion of the performative aspects of the everyday and of the myth of military actors, 

I demonstrated an alternative critical engagement with geopolitics, one that looks at the 
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performative “doings” of geopolitics actors – i.e., the life of a cartoonist and the 

characters of his political cartoons.  Deploying a performative critical geopolitical 

analysis offers a unique means to examine geopolitics in action – either for a past as this 

article offers or for a present using contemporary evidence. 

The political cartoons I employed in this article can capture those unique 

moments of emotive and affective registers being performed.  Mauldin contested the 

hegemonic narrative of the dangerous veteran, i.e., he addressed the pivotal question of 

how the trauma of war had changed the citizen who fought it.  In doing so he complicated 

the identity of “the veteran.” Mauldin communicated, through the performance of his 

actors, a lack of desire by veterans to engage in violence and in doing so countered the 

myth of the veteran as dangerous.  He deployed his actors and their material and spatial 

contexts to juxtapose the dangerous veteran meta-narrative against his veterans whose 

desire was to return to “normalcy” rather than to engage in violence.  In particular 

Mauldin used the disjuncture he created between the physicality of his veterans in an 

illustration and the cartoon’s caption to enable the emergence of particular affective 

atmospheres internally between the cartoon’s actors and between the cartoon and its 

readers, e.g., confusion, fear, and the assuagement of fear. 

 Taking these historical moments that were visually captured and situating them in 

a thorough historical context enables us to employ a particular means to locate our 

everyday behaviors with a more “concrete” analysis of performance.  In doing so, we can 

capture those essential but elusive moments that put geopolitical representations into 

operation.  Whether some 60 years ago or yesterday, the use of a performative analysis is 
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a means to allow us to look at and critically engage with actual doings of geopolitics - to 

see the little things – in addition to a more abstract, macro, and/or rational understanding 

of geopolitics.  Through these observations we can see the value of looking at the little 

things of geopolitics as a means to complicate geopolitical meta-narratives while 

concomitantly building geopolitical counter-narratives.  Through his political cartoons 

Mauldin asked citizens to question the “common sense” of the day, i.e., those myths that 

guide our everyday geopolitical lives.  Mauldin was, I argue, successful as a political 

cartoonist because he could visually communicate the emergence and the enactment of 

affective atmospheres – particularly geopolitical ones nested in the everyday. 
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ABSTRACT 
For ten weeks during the summer of 1932 the Bonus Expeditionary Force (B.E.F.), made up of 
United States’ First World War veterans seeking economic assistance and steered by Walter 
Waters, embodied the largest protest to have taken place in Washington, D.C.  The U.S. Army’s 
General Douglas MacArthur chose to see the protest instead as an “occupation” of the city.  One 
consequence of these conflicting views was the B.E.F.’s violent eviction by the U.S. Army.  This 
article examines the practice of “uniforming” as performed by Waters and MacArthur as part of 
this protest.  In this examination, it challenges classical geopolitical definitions of the state.  It 
does so by complicating and collapsing the interconnected concepts of a reified state and the 
separation of domestic and foreign spheres and reconfigures them instead as interconnected 
relationships linked through the performances of everyday practices.  Using photographs of 
Waters and MacArthur, I examine their performances as a means to see “the little things” that 
enable “the big things” of geopolitics. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Walter W. Waters (elected leader of the Bonus Expeditionary Force): 
These men had marched this way before, in 1917.  Then there were bands, 
cheering crowds, trim uniforms.  These things were missing now.  Now the men 
marched in worn shoes and ragged clothes.  Time had not yet erased all memory 
of what they had learned fifteen years before, and they kept some sort of rank, 
some self-conscious kind of line, broken by awkward glances to see just who was 
in step.  It was not the click of military tread that echoed from the streets.  Rather 
it was the shuffle set by months of ceaseless search for employment (Waters and 
White 1933: 19). 

 

Douglas MacArthur (Chief of Staff of the United States Army): 
…That mob down there was a bad looking mob.  It was animated by the essence 
of revolution.  The gentleness, the consideration with which they had been treated 
had been mistaken for weakness, and they had come to the conclusion, beyond a 
shadow of a doubt, that they were about to take over in some arbitrary way either 
the direct control of the Government or else to control it by indirect methods… 
This was the focus of the world today; and had he [President Hoover] not acted 
with the force and vigor that he did, it would have been a very sad day for the 
country tomorrow (“M’Arthur Declares Hoover Had to Act”, New York Times 29 
July, 1932: 3). 
 

Although the above commentators were looking at the performances of the same group of 

citizens - military veterans - they saw them through two very different sets of eyes that 

understood the practice of the state in two opposing ways.  The state for Waters was 

maintained by the interactions between actors, i.e., the state was a relationship; for 

MacArthur, the state was a thing, an object to protect and defend.  Both of these states 

emerge out of particular geopolitical affective atmospheres.  Unfortunately, during the 

summer of 1932 these differences led to a violent clash between their two antithetical 

perspectives.  My interest is primarily in how both men attempted to achieve their goals, 

especially while in the moment and in particular in how they enacted a particular place at 

a particular time through their performances of dress.  Dress a combination of fashion 
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and clothes is a key frame in the construction of place, in that the spatiality of dress 

reciprocally constitutes the making of place as an embodied locale. 

For ten weeks during the summer of 1932 the Bonus Expeditionary Force 

(B.E.F.), made up of some 25,000 unemployed United States’ Great War (1916-1918) 

veterans and steered by ex-sergeant Walter W. Waters, embodied the largest socio-

economic and 

political protest to 

have taken place in 

Washington, D.C.  

These organized 

and law-abiding 

military veterans, as 

a means to help 

them cope with the 

impacts of the Great 

Depression were 

lobbying the United 

States (U.S.) Congress for an early payout of the wartime adjusted compensation 

payment, or “bonus” as it was erroneously but popularly called (see Figure 1).  The U.S. 

Army Chief of Staff General Douglas MacArthur however chose to see the B.E.F. not as 

protestors, but as “occupiers” who presented an explicit threat to the state.  MacArthur 

 
Figure 1 B.E.F. on the steps of the Capital Building 

 



98 

believed this threat was directed by communists and embodied by thankless citizens, 

which he was also sure included criminal elements. 

The violent clash came when on the afternoon of 28 July 1932, the District police 

attempted to evict a number of veterans who had set-up a wildcat encampment in a 

federally owned and 

derelict building on 

Pennsylvania Avenue.  

An ensuing fight 

between the police and 

the veterans resulted in 

the shooting deaths of 

two of the veterans.  In 

response to the 

possibility of expanding 

violence (although there 

were no more violent 

outbreaks and the 

Superintendent of the District of Columbia’s police did not request any help), President 

Herbert Hoover authorized MacArthur to deploy the army to remove the B.E.F. from 

Washington, D.C.  He added a strongly worded stipulation to do it as humanely as 

possible and to only move the veterans back to their encampments along the edges of the 

District.  MacArthur however disobeyed Hoover's instructions, deciding what was really 

 
Figure 2 U.S. Army evicting the B.E.F. 
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needed was to remove the threat completely by closing down all of the B.E.F. 

encampments at the end of an army bayonet and relocating their occupants well outside 

the District (see Figure 2). 

The events of the 1932 protest have been explored in a number of works that, 

taken, together reveal multiple perspectives on the complexity and the complicity of 

various actors involved (Barber 2002; Bartlett 1937; Daniels 1971; Dickson & Allen 

2007; Gott 2007; James 1985; Jeffery 1933; Keene 2003; Killigrew 1962; Liebovich 

1990; Lisio 1994; Sneller 1960; Waters & White 1933).  This article adds a critical 

geopolitical perspective to the above works, one that explores how affective and emotive 

registers give a sense “eventness” to a geopolitical performance, which in turn enables 

the emergence of particular “atmospheres” that transform a geopolitical event into a 

unique and engaging moment for its participants (and its scholars).  These affective 

atmospheres reflect an emotional and affectual engagement by individual and collective 

actors with geopolitical narratives in particular places at particular times (Anderson 2009, 

2010, 2012; Anderson and Adey 2011; Anderson and Harrison 2006; Bissell 2010). 

Geopolitical events can be understood as an emergence of and an enactment of 

particular atmospheres brought about through their performance and this understanding 

can be employed to build counter-narratives to particular concepts of the state.  In this 

instance I use this approach to counter the concept of the state that MacArthur deployed, 

i.e., the meta-narrative of the state as an object, a state that is conceived of through a 

geopolitics of representation.  By this I mean that I understand representations as levers 

that manipulate geopolitical narratives in order to maneuver particular actors to script the 
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meta-narrative of geopolitics in particular ways.  This counter-narrative situates the state 

differently, placing “it” within everyday relationships – in those little things – those 

largely intangible everyday performances of practices that constitute a geopolitics by 

representation, rather than a geopolitics of representation (Castree & Macmillan 2004; 

Mitchell 1991; Painter 2006; Thrift 2000).  My telling of this counter-narrative is 

premised on an exploration of the performance of one particular practice - “uniforming” - 

i.e., the sartorial and performative natures of a uniform.  The performance of 

“uniforming” enables, creates, and/or allows for certain atmospheres to emerge.  

To witness the performance of uniforming and the emergence of particular 

affective atmospheres I look within the photographs of this 1932 protest, specifically at 

the performances of two key protagonists, Walter W. Waters and Douglas MacArthur.  

The photographs presented in this case were selected after examining tens of still 

photographs and hundreds of feet of motion pictures taken during the event and tens of 

still photographs of the two men before and after the Bonus March.  The photographs of 

these two men I employ here were selected because they represent their typical dress as 

performed during the protest.  These photographs are employed as historical evidentiary 

(Brennen and Hardt 1999; Knowles and Sweetman 2004; Mitchell 1995; Schwartz and 

Ryan 2003). 

This exploration is a bricolage of methodologies that draws together discursive, 

semiotic, and performative frameworks.  In examining the geopolitical discourse over 

state identity I draw on the works of Martin Müller who broadens the concept of 

discourse beyond a textual and rhetorical focus to one that also includes practice, affects, 
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and materiality (Müller 2008, 2010, 2012).  To “see” these practices in their performance 

I draw on the semiotic works of Umberto Eco who understands semiotics as “a theory of 

the lie,” i.e., a continual process of (re)signification (Eco 1977, 1979).  My deployment of 

performance is drawn from the works of Erving Goffman and Richard Schechner 

(Goffman 1959, 1974; Schechner 2006).  These scholars conceptualize performance as 

behavior that is cued by frames and that is, in essence, newly minted recombination of 

“behaved behaviors,” i.e., twice behaved behavior.  While these methodologies together 

provide a framework for my analysis, they require an additional component in order to 

discern the emergence and enactment of a geopolitics by representation; a thorough 

historical knowledge of the contexts for the event under study.  For this article, such 

knowledge includes period dress, specifically military fashion, enables an understanding 

of the historical context as that which made and makes the little things that make each 

moment pop out.  This is of key importance because it these little things that are the often 

unspoken elements of geopolitical representations that make each event unique. 

 Following the introduction, this article is divided into a further three sections.  

The first section provides a discussion of two concepts of “the state” and military actors.  

This is followed by an exploration of the communication of geopolitical practices as 

performed through the practice of “uniforming.”  Third is an examination of the 

particular “uniforming” of Waters and MacArthur, seeing both of their performances 

through the lens of a geopolitics by representation in order to help move the concept of 

the state from that of object to that of relationship. 
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“THE STATE” AND MILITARY ACTORS 

In 1932 the veterans of the B.E.F. and the soldiers of the U.S. Army performed as 

individual geopolitical actors through their embodiment of “the everydayness” of the 

state.  That is, through their everyday performance of their identity(ies) they literally and 

figuratively operationalized the state into “being.” In taking this position I mean to other 

words, I argue that “the state” does not exist until actors perform “it.”  This narrative 

holds lesser prominence in comparison to a meta-narrative that held and continues to hold 

greater sway within geopolitical discourse on how to define the state (Mitchell 1991; 

Neocleous 2003; Tilly 1992).  This hegemonic state lives within a meta-narrative that 

builds, through the workings of a Barthesque myth, a trope that has the state as reified 

and that exists in a form that is a priori to and outside of the social (Agnew and Muscarà 

2012; Barthes 1972; Neocleous 2003). 

When the practices that surround this meta-narrative are performed by actors 

unquestioningly, “the state’s” mythical aspects enable “it” to become a “real” thing, a 

tangible space and place within which we live, a container (Taylor 1994).  In the process 

of the mythologizing of the state, a masking of the “conduct of the conduct” of statecraft 

takes place, distracting us as citizens from critically engaging in our relationships with 

one another.  In other words, this process keeps us from recognizing that it is the 

relationships between actors that make the state “the state” rather that the state as an 

object or container (Abrams 1988; Dean 2010; Painter 2006).  This reified state has 

become such a powerful narrative in modern society that it is seemingly impossible to 

reimagine “the state” any differently (Neocleous 2003).  Within the fixity of this 
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demarcated state, there are however other narratives, albeit with much less attention paid 

to them.  One such narrative, as suggested earlier, defines the state as a relationship – an 

everyday banal or prosaic relationship – made up of countless mundane practices that 

operationalize the state through citizens’ performances of them, i.e., the conduct of the 

conduct (Abrams 1988; Dean 2010; Kapferer 2005; Mitchell 1991; Painter 2006; Smith 

2003; Yoffee 2005). 

 Why pursue a performative analysis of geopolitical everydayness, particularly of 

military actors?  As Nigel Thrift wrote the performative aspect of power plays such a key, 

if not the key role in the practice of politics that it cannot be ignored (Thrift 2003).  He 

further elaborated that a study using a performative approach is important because of 

three aspects: 1) affect as a component of performance is critically important to enable 

and/or disable social relationships; 2) performances are the frames that locate us 

(habituate us); and 3) seeing politics through a performative lens provides an immediacy 

of the now, i.e., of the enactment of an event capturing its vitality and complexity, its 

“eventness.”  For Thrift - and for me - performance is a repertoire of practices; it is a 

“doing” of the everyday.  If we want to see the state as a performance of relationships, 

one could look to a number of collectives and/or institutions.  However one that stands 

out in geopolitical meta-narratives of the state and that is often represented as emblematic 

of “the state” is that of the institution of the military.  This institution is not only 

ubiquitous, but it is also seemingly a required element of the modern state (Mann 1986; 

Tilly 1992).  The military and the military actors who operationalize it play a pivotal role 



104 

in the production of the meta-narrative of the state, from the telling of “its” foundations to 

“its” revolutions (including the starting and the quelling of them). 

A PERFORMATIVE LOOK AT DRESS AND UNIFORMS 

MacArthur, as active soldier (in a state sanctioned military uniform), and Waters, 

as ex-soldier (in a stylized military uniform), in the official and the civilian forms of 

military uniforms, respectively, practiced the sartorial and the performative natures of a 

uniform - i.e., “uniforming.”  Because both actors, Walter W. Waters and Douglas 

MacArthur, understood - due to their military service - the potentiality that uniforms 

offered in enabling the emergence of atmospheres, i.e., influencing the enactment of 

place and other actors’ behaviors, they performed military dress as a visual tool in order 

to influence, in one form or another, the outcomes of the 1932 protest. 

In order to provide a framework to comprehend the performative aspects of the 

visual, I again draw on the work of Richard Schechner and Erving Goffman.  For 

Schechner performances are doings, “what people do in the activity of doing it” 

(Schechner 2006: 1).  They are embodied practices with each one specific and different 

from every other one; yet they all draw on restored or twice-behaved behaviors; in other 

words, performances are newly minted re-combinations of the bits of our already 

behaved behaviors.  The elements of our performances are essentially drawn out of our 

habitus (Bourdieu 1977).  Goffman, like Schechner understands performance as twice 

behaved behavior; however his conception of performances are nested within the ideas of 

dramaturgy and frame analysis (Goffman 1959, 1974).  Dramaturgy suggests, 

metaphorically, that life is a continual theatrical play in that actors perform with the idea 
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of achieving certain results, of calling out particular performances from other actors.  

These performances take place in the everyday in that we are always performing our 

sense of self to others, sometimes more consciously and sometimes less.  Frame analysis 

is a means to deconstruct those frames that are cognitive, emotive, and affective 

structures that guide our perceptions and representations of a reality.  They configure 

which parts of these realities become noticeable, i.e., which performances are visible and 

which are invisible in the narratives and meta-narratives that frame our daily lives. 

Umberto Eco argues that a semiotician examines all cultural processes as 

processes of communication (Eco 1977, 1979).  That is, for culture to be communicable it 

starts with a process of sign production that is embedded within a shared code or system 

of signification that “couples present entities with absent entities.” (Eco 1979: 8).  The 

communicable codes are undergirded by semiotic ideologies, i.e., those shared basic 

assumptions about what signs are and how they function in the world.  They are the sets 

of basic, yet meaningful assumptions, that help with processes of re-signification that in 

turn naturalize meanings, including enabling myth as “believable,” as “factual” (Barthes 

1972; Keane 2003, 2005).  They enable us to code and decode, consciously and 

subconsciously, the frames that enable the performance of self. 

The importance of the interplay between performance and semiotics in the 

enactment of the 1932 protest can be read in the commentaries that introduce this paper, 

written by Waters and spoken by MacArthur.  Respectively, each demonstrates that an 

effective communication of affectual and emotional registers was a lynch-pin in their 

desire to frame the political narrative of the 1932 BEF march.  Waters, drawing on the 
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veterans’ visual performances of dress and movement, identified them as forlorn and 

their service forgotten, not by themselves, but by others.  MacArthur however, also 

drawing on their visual performances of dress and movement, framed the veterans as a 

dire threat to “the state” itself.  Each of the aforementioned commentaries was made after 

the B.E.F.’s eviction.  My interest is primarily in how both men attempted to achieve 

their goals; while in the moment, in how they enacted a particular place at a particular 

time through their performances.  One way I am suggesting to witness these moments is 

to discern them through a performative and semiotic analysis of dress. 

Dress is a key frame in the construction of place in that the spatiality of dress 

reciprocally constitutes the making of place as an embodied locale; that is, place is 

operationalized through the purposeful and not-so-purposeful emergence of dress’s 

affective and emotive registers (Barnard 1996; Barnes and Eicher 1991; Johnson and 

Lennon 1999; Joseph 1986; Keane 2005).  Fashion, as one component of dress, is 

premised on the visual and the visible in order to provide a non-verbal narrative, a 

Goffmanesque frame for the making of place.  It is a sartorial performance of being-in-

the-world.  Clothes, as the second component of dress, are those intimate materialities 

that visually act as a product of and precedent for our everyday performative engagement 

with the world (Wobst 2007).  They are the artefacts of our being-in-the-world.  Clothes 

materially situate the actor within unique spaces and places that are framed by a sense of 

fashion. 

In this process, actors choose specific modes of dress that draw on particular 

semiotic ideologies in an attempt to influence the agency of other actors, with clothes as 
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the material expression of fashion that is deployed to influence.  Dress can open or close 

possibilities, curb or enable possible future actions, i.e., dress can produce certain 

orientations by actors toward future actions (Keane 2003, 2005).  Military fashion, for 

example, can set a narrative of leadership, teamwork, fear, etc. in motion, while the 

soldier or veteran clothed in a particular uniform provides the elaboration of the emotive 

and affective registers set in motion by the military fashion.  In this manner, uniforms can 

provide legitimization for narratives and through this they can influence the still-

unfolding behavior and perception of others. 

Military uniforms, however, are similar to other “national costumes” in that they 

are not one dimensional or uni-functional; this is because one sartorial being-in-the-world 

can be deployed to construct multiple narratives and  enable and/or disable 

representations that naturalize particular meta-narratives (Ewing 1975; Joseph 1986).  

Military uniforms as culturally determined signs "are not absolutes or simply intellectual 

categories, but are invoked to provide identities which legitimize claims" (Barnard 1996: 

20) and within this process enable particular atmospheres to emerge (Rycroft 2007).  

Military uniforms as dress then, are not just passive symbol receivers, places to hang 

fancy bells and whistles, but dynamic mediators of those recognizable and accepted 

cultural signs, deployed in order to create or maintain relationships that are new or old, 

separate or together, dissimilar or similar (Craik 2007).  Through a semiotic examination 

of the performance of dress, one can explore a geopolitics by representation rather than of 

representation through a discursive look at dress, to render particular spaces into 

particular places at particular moments.  In doing so, we can deconstruct the 
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performances that enable and/or disable particular geopolitical narratives, and we can see 

a geography by representation in operation (Castree and Macmillan 2004; Young, 1999). 

THE UNIFORMING OF THE EX-SERGEANT AND THE GENERAL 

For Waters, the B.E.F. membership was exercising their collective right as state 

actors, protesting within the legal bounds of the law as a concerned and mobilized 

citizenry, essentially asking for accountability from their fellow state actors.  The state in 

this instance was a community responsible for the welfare of the community as a whole, 

in a relationship between all citizens.  To MacArthur, the B.E.F. was a thankless, selfish, 

and threatening element of citizenry, whose protest was rife with communist intrigue and 

particularly dangerous because the B.E.F., as an organization of militarily trained actors, 

literally occupied the very seat of the United States government.  To him the state was 

under threat - with the state as a thing that needed protection from the “other,” which in 

the summer of 1932 included its own citizens. 

These two men were and continue to be used as iconic and indexical 

representations not only of the protest, but also of the social conditions of the Great 

Depression and as an enduring tension between veterans and “the state.” (Liebovich 

1990; Meixsel 2005; Mills 2011; Rich 2011).  They are iconic because of the nature of 

their performances as the “leaders” representing, in the case of Waters, the membership 

of the B.E.F. and veterans as a collective and, for MacArthur, the membership of the U.S. 

Army and the U.S. government.  They are indexical because they literally embodied the 

identities of the veteran and the soldier through their life histories and as examined 

through this article, their practice of dress.  Taking them as iconic and indexical actors, I 
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look at their photographs as snapshots of the two men’s performances – performances 

that were captured through that brief exposure of light onto silver gelatin.  Their “doings” 

of the state enabled the emergence of particular atmospheres that gave the events of this 

protest their particular geopolitical sensibilities. 

The Ex-Sergeant 

Walter W. Waters, the ex-sergeant who led the self-styled B.E.F., was a veteran 

who, like many other Great War veterans, had trouble initially readjusting to civilian life 

(Daniels 1971; Lisio 1994).  After failed attempts in the state of Oregon to organize local 

action in order to make his and other veterans’ predicament of unemployment more 

visible, he decided to shift the place of their protest to a more visible locale.  This, he 

believed, could best be done by having the veterans march on the U.S. capitol itself, 

Washington, D.C.: 

Writing letters to Congressmen, signing petitions, all these provided things 
which could be tucked away in a desk drawer and most conveniently 
forgotten.  But several hundred men at the capitol…might be more 
difficult to forget.  Our only hope was in following the successful tactics 
of Big Business; when its representatives wanted something from 
Congress they went to it personally and said so (Waters and White 1933: 
14) 
 

In early May of 1932, Waters and a group of approximately 300 other veterans 

organized along military lines into "companies" and left Oregon for Washington, D.C.  

After their arrival, and on various important dates tied to Bonus legislation, Waters 

marched the B.E.F. - now greatly expanded to some 20,000 to 25,000 veteran members 

and their families - to various strategic points within the District that included the White 
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House and onto the steps of the Capitol Building (see Figures 1, 3, and 4) (Daniels 1971; 

Liebovich 1990; Lisio 1994). 

Waters, as leader of the B.E.F., emphasized visibly the dichotomy between the 

veterans’ past and present lives.  

He did so through by calling 

attention to the performative 

aspects of the B.E.F.’s 

encampments and marches.  By 

emphasizing the lived aspects of 

the veterans’ lives, through their 

unemployed and impoverished 

plight, he drew attention to the 

extraordinary conditions in which 

these veterans, as one time 

citizen-soldiers, now found 

themselves in as citizen-veterans 

(Waters and White 1933).  According to Waters, these veterans (and their families) 

represented ideal citizens - ideal in personal sacrifice asked for and given by them during 

the Great War and ideal in the sense of the B.E.F.’s collective, orderly, and legal demand 

for accountability by a government “of the people, by the people, and for the people.” 

Waters’ dress during the protest was distinct from his dress before and after the 

protest, where he is seen in a number of photographs wearing contemporary non-military 

 
Figure 3 Waters on the Steps of the Capitol 
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civilian fashion.  As a means to influence the space around him, he deployed a visual 

trigger, a sign vehicle in order to separate himself, while deployed to maintain a sense of 

familiarity.  This uniform in some ways mimicked his old master, the culture of military 

service, while at the same time also insuring that his appearance reflected his civilian 

identity (Abler 1999; Joseph 1986).  He is seen in Figures 3 and 4 wearing a coat over a 

turndown collar shirt with accompanying bow-tie, jodhpurs, and high leather lace-up 

boots with heavy wool socks, and in Figure 4 he carries a walking stick. 

Separating himself through small details, “the little things,” such as the bowtie 

and the jodhpurs can be read as a strategy employed by Waters as the commander of the 

B.E.F. to materially signify himself as different from the rank and file of the B.E.F.  In 

the fashion of the day, he is wearing a tie; however it is specifically a bowtie.  While this 

was not an altogether uncommon style of tie for the period, it nonetheless was unique 

enough to set him off from his second-in-command (pictured on the right in Figure 4) and  

based on a photographic survey the majority of other veterans present at the protest – 

from the general membership of the B.E.F.  The jodhpurs, as the two men wear in Figure 

4, was a dress that was often used as a marker to signify the officer class from the 

enlisted class in Western national state militaries (Abler 1999).  This style of pants 

signified a particular socio-political class, an “elite” class that owned and rode horses and 

from which the military filled its officers’ ranks.  For Waters and members of his staff, 

the jodhpurs signified a similar divide within the ranks of the B.E.F. between the 

leadership and the rank and file. 
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Waters’ performance as the commander of the B.E.F. was continually tied - 

through his dress - to the enactment of the spaces around him, enabling them to emerge 

as particular places. In each of these moments, his “uniform” opened and closed 

dialogues.  However unlike many 

fellow members of the B.E.F., who 

can be seen wearing bits and 

pieces of their old uniforms, 

Waters does not wear any aspect of 

an official military uniform.  

Instead for his uniform he 

assembled clothes that drew on the 

semiotic ideologies of military 

fashion.  He wore a symbolic 

uniform, not an indexical or iconic 

uniform, i.e., his uniform only 

maintained a symbolic connection, 

not a literal connection to a U.S. 

military uniform.  This uniform set him apart internally within the B.E.F., while at the 

same time insured that to outsiders he was recognized as the leader of the B.E.F., albeit 

not as a soldier, but as a veteran. 

Waters deployed dress as a visual means to signify his position as head of the 

B.E.F.  This was important in how he interacted with at least three audiences: 1) his staff 

 
Figure 4 Waters and his Second-in-Command 

 
Figure 4 Waters and his Second-in-Command 
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and with fellow veterans at the veteran’s encampments and marches (e.g., to instill 

obedience, espirt de corps, etc.), 2) with the public at large when giving speeches - many 

of which were photographed and/or filmed - (so as to present a recognizable voice and 

“face” for the B.E.F.), and 3) for the actors of the government (to communicate to them 

that they were dealing with a leader who had the voting and “man” power of 20,000 to 

25,000 citizens at his disposal who were residing in Washington, D.C.).  Through his 

dress Waters continually communicated to others his position as leader of the B.E.F. 

Waters acknowledged dress as a performative aspect of geopolitics when during 

the B.E.F.’s eviction on 28 July, he became noticeably absent from the public’s view.  He 

stated that "…[he] changed into civies to be less noticeable during the eviction because of 

the plot" (the plot he spoke of was allegedly a threat on his life by disgruntled B.E.F. 

members) (Waters and White 1933: 227).  By donning mufti, Waters was knowingly 

removing the visual signifiers that designated him as the leader of the B.E.F.  In 

transforming himself visually, he altered a key frame of his performance; that is, what he 

had previously rendered visible, his leadership role, he know rendered invisible. 

Although Waters’ and the B.E.F.’s bid to receive their compensation early 1932 

failed, their efforts at performing a geopolitics by representation spurred repeat attempts 

by other veterans groups over the next half decade.  As I listened to on tape and in film 

footage and read Waters’ and the other B.E.F. veterans’ testimonies, it was clear that one 

of the underlying messages about their political identity was that a soldier/veteran was a 

citizen, and a citizen was a soldier/veteran; they were one in the same person.  The Great 

War was not simply fought in Europe and between the dates of 1917 and 1918; rather it 
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continued to be waged in in Washington, D.C., and across the United States in 1932 – 

albeit differently “fought.”  That summer their coequal identities of citizen and of soldier 

were performed as a domestic practice (that of political protest) as a direct result of their 

prior service performing a foreign or international practice (as soldiers engaged in an 

international war).  Their performance collapsed any notion of a state as object and 

demonstrated the state as a relationship. 

The General 

Douglas MacArthur, who at first only monitored the protest and then pro-actively 

participated in its eviction, perceived the B.E.F. from a very different perspective than 

Waters.  For MacArthur, the Great War was over – finished at 11,00 hours on the 

eleventh day of the eleventh month of 1918, with its soldiers demobilized and returned to 

their previous lives.  Yet the self-styled B.E.F. army who was embodied by the veterans 

of the A.E.F. stood literally at the door of the capital.  The “A.E.F” or the American 

Expeditionary Forces was the operational moniker of the U.S. Army units deployed to 

Europe during the Great War and it is also from where the B.E.F. drew its own moniker.  

Thus as MacArthur watched the B.E.F.’s everyday performances of martial practices in 

the encampments and along the streets of Washington, D.C., including on the steps of the 

Capitol Building, he saw a resurrected wartime army that was a dire and direct threat to 

the United States (D’Este 2002; James 1985; Leary 2001).  To MacArthur, the B.E.F.’s 

protest was not a peaceful “occupation” of the capital, it was a military operation 

organized by lethally trained political actors, military veterans. 



115 

MacArthur was aware that in other parts of the globe since 1917, a series of 

revolutions, attempted revolutions, or fear of revolutions that were partially or wholly 

embodied by Great War veterans had taken place or existed as a viable threat to 

governments (e.g., Russia, Italy, Germany, and the United Kingdom) (Avrich 1991; 

Panebianco 2008; Prost 1992; 

Pugh 2005; Shaw 1975; Valli 

2000; Waite 1952; Wildman 

1980).  He was also aware of 

historical attempts by U.S. 

veterans to alter governance 

practices within the United 

States (Browne 2003; Richards 

2002; Severo and Milford 

1989; Waller 1944, 1945; 

Wecter 1944).  In seeing the 

B.E.F. as a contemporary 

threat, he also imaginatively 

combined, alongside others, 

this veteran’s protest with the general fear of that early 20th century clarion call for an 

international communist revolution.  This call was designed to unite all workers against 

the leadership of modern industrial states and advocated, as a means to achieve these 

 
Figure 5 General MacArthur (on right) 
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ends, the use of subversive tactics, including planting agitators within any protest as a 

means to begin the revolution. 

These early 20th century European revolutions (communist and/or anti-

communist) coupled with the historical and general distrust of veterans in the United 

States led MacArthur to believe that the B.E.F., as an organization, was generated by 

communists, rife with criminals, and composed of bogus veterans (despite the fact that 

the U.S. Veterans’ Bureau certified each of the B.E.F. members as a U.S. military 

veteran) (D’Este 2002; Lisio 1994).  For MacArthur all that was needed to move the 

B.E.F. members from protestors to revolutionaries was a single spark.  That spark, he 

believed, was the killing of the two veterans by the police on the afternoon of 28 July 

1932.  On that day MacArthur used President Hoover’s call to remove the B.E.F. from 

Washington, D.C., as the means to defuse his imagined soldiers’ revolution before it 

started.  During the afternoon and evening of the 28th and into the early morning of the 

29th, the army’s local units of cavalry, tanks, and infantry destroyed the B.E.F. 

encampments and forcibly removed the veterans and their families - using tear gas, 

sabers, bayonets, tanks, and terror (see Figure 2).  The attack quickly and efficiently 

disoriented and disabled the individual members of the B.E.F. and the protest as a whole. 

MacArthur, taking this operation as vital to national security took his role in the 

operation as equally vital, and accordingly deployed himself to the center of its operation, 

officially as an observer, but unofficially as the commander on the ground.  He did this 

ignoring the council of his subordinate, Dwight D. Eisenhower, who suggested that his 
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direct participation in the attack did not reflect well on his position as the Chief of Staff 

or on President Hoover’s administration. 

What was the uniform that MacArthur performed for the eviction?  Douglas 

MacArthur was a romantic warrior in his own mind.  Throughout his life he believed in 

his own particular version of 

devotion to duty, honor, and 

country and he carefully crafted 

his public appearances to match 

these ideals (D’Este 2002; James 

1985; Killigrew 1962; Leary 2001; 

Lisio 1994; Manchester 1978; 

Mayer 1982; Rovere and 

Schlesinger 1951).  In Figure 5 on 

the viewer’s right and in Figure 6 

on the viewer’s left, Chief of Staff 

of the U.S. Army Douglas 

MacArthur is seen wearing his 

"official" state uniform as an “observer” of the eviction.  To enhance the affective and 

emotive potentiality of performing a military uniform (combined with the force of his 

personality), MacArthur chose to wear a uniform that was usually reserved for formal 

events, such as ceremonial or parade functions - a uniform that he knew would make 

visible his presence on the streets. 

 
Figure 6 MacArthur on left 
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The uniform he wore reflected that as Chief of Staff he had great latitude in the 

appearance that his dress took on; as such, its performance speaks to MacArthur’s 

representation of himself and of the army directly.  His ensemble included elements of 

early 20th century military dress: jodhpurs and riding boots with spurs, service coat with 

all his ribbons and awards splayed across the chest, collar shirt and four-in-hand tie, sam 

browne belt, and a service cap.  The coat with accoutrements splayed, shirt, and pants 

were of different colors making the uniform visually striking.  Although less visible in 

black and white, the color contrasts, his ribbons and awards, the quality of the cloth, and 

his cap visibly demarcated MacArthur from the other soldiers participating in the eviction 

and also ensured that the gaze of the event’s participants - whether soldier, veteran, press, 

or by-stander saw MacArthur as someone unique. His uniform was different than the 

official “field” uniform for either the officers or enlisted men while conducting this 

operation, and in the still and motion photography of the protest he is easily 

distinguished. 

As Waters pointed out after the eviction, "Gen. Mac, the C-o-S of the U.S. Army, 

led the way, in full uniform” (Waters and White 1933: 223).  This particular uniform was 

selected by MacArthur because of the impacts that it would have on the operation – the 

importance of which can be underscored by the fact that he had his orderly hastily 

retrieve it from his private quarters just before the operation started.  His uniform, unlike 

other soldiers’ uniforms worn over these two days insured that his presence gave a 

greater legitimacy to the army’s eviction of the B.E.F.  It should be evident that this 

eviction was important enough to warrant MacArthur’s personal involvement, which also 
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suggests the importance of the eviction to the state’s continued existence, at least from 

MacArthur’s perspective. 

Beyond Waters’ personal cynicism and disdain for MacArthur, his quote about 

MacArthur wearing that particular uniform for the eviction also demonstrates that Waters 

recognized that, like himself, MacArthur took seriously the role that the performance of 

dress had on framing geopolitical narratives.  MacArthur stated later in his memoirs and 

to historians that he wanted to be at the center of the operation to make quick decisions 

when needed; I add that his presence, particularly his conspicuous presence, added 

another element to the eviction – that of his role as defender of the state (James 1985; 

Killigrew 1962; Leary 2001; Lisio 1994; Mayer 1982; Rovere and Schlesinger 1951).  

MacArthur’s performance of the state - when seen through his own and other’s 

representations of his role at the protest - reflects the hegemonic meta-narrative of the 

state, i.e., the state as a thing.  MacArthur as a professional soldier was separated from 

the citizenry visually and visibly by the performance of his appearance and by the 

authority granted him by the President, as Chief of Staff, which provided him the 

exceptional power to legally commit violence in “the state’s” defense, including against 

its own citizens.  The state as object needed protection. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The material impact of the eviction resulted in the destruction of the encampments 

and what personal belongings the veterans and their families had in their shanties.  The 

casualties, beyond the two veterans killed by the police on the 28th, amounted to a few 

hundred wounded veterans, and some dozen wounded soldiers.  However, the 
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geopolitical and atmospheric ramifications of the eviction amounted to something much 

greater.  It was an egregious event in of itself, made worse, depending on one’s point of 

view, by the fact that military veterans were attacked by their own army.  The visual 

shock - for the B.E.F., the soldiers, the civilian bystanders, and the press who witnessed 

firsthand their own tanks rolling through the streets of their own national state's capital 

created a legacy that has had a lasting impact, through to the present.  To employ a 21st 

century term, it was a well-executed shock and awe campaign that succeeded in quelling 

any similar event from taking place in Washington, D.C. - that is until the 1970s anti-war 

protests, when once again veterans “occupied” the capital.  The legacy of the event has 

also reached into the 21st century, with some citizens making a claim that the spirit of - 

the atmosphere of i.e., the 1932 protest was once again resurrected by the “Occupy” 

movements (Brinkley 2011; Mills 2011; Rich 2011). 

I have explored the performances of the 1932 protest through two of its 

participants, Walter W. Waters and Douglas MacArthur, from a performative perspective 

that looked at the little things that operationalize geopolitics as a geopolitics by 

representation.  Waters and MacArthur both performed their uniforms as a means to 

influence the members of the B.E.F., the army, the government, and the citizenry at large 

through the visual - in other words, in how they used their materiality to influence the 

spatiality of the protest.  In this short space I provided only a glimpse of their 

performance during this protest, but hopefully it was enough to demonstrate that looking 

at the visual aspects of performance adds a vital component to a discursive analysis of 

geopolitics.  Discursively engaging, through texts, the enactment of this geopolitical 
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protest offers one narrative, but it is a narrative that misses the vitality of “being there.”  

Rather than having an either or approach, a textual or a visual performative narrative, I 

believe that they should work hand-in-hand with one another, as I have done here, in 

order to provide a richer and more complex telling of the doings of geopolitics, which 

might include opening potentialities for critical questioning of the connections between 

the little things and the big things of geopolitics – a critical geopolitical examination of 

geopolitics by representation.  Doing so can offer a means to “see” that the state is not an 

object, but rather exists in the relationships between all of “its” citizenry. 
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ABSTRACT 

This article focuses on a particular practice of the state: war.  The performance of this 
practice enables the emergence of, among other things, a particular affective atmosphere: 
fear.  This atmosphere emerges in a literal prosecution of war, i.e., on the battlefield, and 
in an allegorical prosecution of war, i.e., on the home-front.  When these two 
prosecutions collide, as the veterans of the Vietnam Veterans Against the War attempted 
to make happen, citizens can be vividly confronted with the repercussions of their 
government’s foreign policies.  In part, the performances of the practice of war can be 
located in those ephemeral non-representational or more-than-representational moments 
of geopolitics.  Moments that are often missed in a critical geopolitics that looks at a 
geopolitics of representation rather than a geopolitics by representation.  This article 
suggests that through a critical focus on these ephemeral moments, captured in 
photographs, we can add to the critical geopolitical tool kit in a novel manner that 
challenges hegemonic geopolitical narratives.  In particular, it challenges these narratives 
by enabling a focus on the little things, on the “everydayness” of the state, that unmasks 
“the conduct of the conduct” of geopolitical practices. 
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INTRODUCTION 

A U.S. infantry company just came through here 
If you had been Vietnamese − 

We might have burned your house 
We might have shot your dog 

We might have shot you… 
We might have raped your wife and daughter 

We might have turned you over to your government for torture 
We might have taken souvenirs from your property 

We might have shot things up a bit… 
We might have done ALL these things to you and your whole TOWN 

 
If it doesn’t bother you that American soldiers do these thing every 

Day to the Vietnamese simply because they are “Gooks,”  
THEN picture YOURSELF as one of the silent VICTIMS 

 
HELP US TO END THE WAR 

BEFORE THEY TURN YOUR SON INTO A BUTCHER… 
or a corpse 

(Operation RAW Pamphlet, VVAW 1970) 
 

The suggestive statements in the above quoted pamphlet are focused on a particular 

practice of the state: war.  The performance of this practice enables the emergence of, 

among other things, a particular affective atmosphere: fear.  This atmosphere emerges in 

a literal prosecution of war, i.e., on the battlefield, and in an allegorical prosecution of 

war, i.e., on the home-front.  When these two prosecutions collide, as the veterans of the 

Vietnam Veterans Against the War attempted to make happen, citizens can be vividly 

confronted with the repercussions of their government’s foreign policies.  In part, the 

performances of the practice of war can be located in those ephemeral non-

representational or more-than-representational moments of geopolitics.  Moments that are 

often missed in a critical geopolitics that looks at a geopolitics of representation rather 

than a geopolitics by representation, i.e., more can be learned of through a critical 



131 

examination of the processes behind the scripts and deployment of geopolitical 

representations rather than the representations themselves.  This article suggests that 

through a critical focus on these ephemeral moments, captured in photographs, we can 

add to the critical geopolitical tool kit in a novel manner that challenges hegemonic 

geopolitical narratives.  In particular, it challenges these narratives by enabling a focus on 

the little things, on the “everydayness” of the state, that is an unmasking of unmasks “the 

conduct of the conduct” i.e., the operationalization, of geopolitical practices. 

The protest that the above for which the pamphlet was created, Operation RAW 

(Rapid American Withdrawal), was a radical departure from earlier protests enacted by 

the United States (U.S.) veterans’ organization, the Vietnam Veterans Against the War 

(VVAW).  This group of veterans, whose objective was to bring to an immediate end to 

the United States’ involvement in the Vietnam War, altered its tactics in order to reach a 

wider audience.  Conducted from 4 to 7 September 1970, Operation RAW saw some 200 

U.S. Vietnam war veterans reenact a "search and destroy" mission as they walked a 100 

mile trek from Morristown, New Jersey to Valley Forge, Pennsylvania, “clearing the road 

along the way…of enemy forces" (Nicosia 2001: 98).  The "enemy forces" were played 

by civilian volunteers from a Philadelphia guerrilla theater troop, who were, as part of the 

performance of the search and destroy mission, searched, bound, and symbolically killed 

by the veterans who theatrically re-performed their duties as they had done when fighting 

in Vietnam (Hunt 1999; Nicosia 2001; and Stacewicz 1997). 

To enable a particular affective atmosphere to emerge from this protest, one that 

would viscerally engage their fellow non-veteran citizens, the veterans wore parts of, or 
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all of, their military uniforms and equipment and carried toy rifles, which were to be 

symbolically smashed upon 

their arrival at Valley Forge.  

Scott Moore, a VVAW 

member recalled, “I felt that 

Operation RAW was the 

only way for the veterans 

who were against the war to 

really show what was 

happening.  It was a little 

melodramatic, maybe, in 

some ways, but there was no 

focus on what we had seen, 

and this was a way of 

getting focus” (Nicosia 

2000: 58).  There were also reservations about conducting this type of protest - a military 

operation using guerilla theater tactics - inside the United States.  Quoting Scott Moore 

also recalled a conversation he had before the protest, “It’s too heavy – people won’t 

understand, or they’ll think we’re just crazy” (Nicosia 2000: 59).  The search and destroy 

mission was to be conducted in an idiomatic style of protest, i.e., guerrilla theater.  This 

style of protest was centered on the public performance of impromptu socio-political 

satire intended to provoke subversive effects through brash and often confrontational 

 
Figure 1 VVAW early protest tactics 
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visual theatrics (Doyle 2002; Lesnick 1973; Schechner 1970).  Operation RAW was the 

VVAW’s first major protest that employed guerrilla theater as its primary “voice.” 

A particular strength of the platform of the VVAW was that its membership was 

restricted to only those veterans who served in the military during the Vietnam War 

(Hunt 1999; Moser 1996; and Nicosia 2001).  This restriction gave the VVAW a unique 

voice in advocating for an immediate cessation to the war because it meant that their 

organization was embodied by the men who had, until very recently, served as the 

soldiers who 

prosecuted this 

war.  Because of 

their unique 

positionality 

within a 

geopolitical 

meta-narrative 

that framed the 

Vietnam War as an “unjust” and asymmetrical war, they felt they could bring a particular 

“reality” home from the war and in doing so communicate the brutality and 

dehumanizing practices of this war, not from an abstract perspective but from an on-the-

ground “doers” perspective. 

The VVAW’s earlier protests had reflected the sensibilities of normative U.S. 

dress and appearance, e.g., orderly street marches; moderated public debates; etc. (see 

 
Figure 2 VVAW members at the end of Op RAW 
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Figure 1).  Formed in 1967, the VVAW’s attempts to influence U.S. public opinion and 

policy were largely unsuccessful and garnered little attention from the media or the 

public.  In spite of their peculiar perspective on the “conduct of the conduct” of the war, 

their voices went largely unheeded.  That changed in approximately 1968, when along 

with the rise of counterculture forms of protest enacted by non-veterans, which included a 

strong visual demarcation from normative society, the VVAW membership also greatly 

altered their visual performance as a means to become more visible (Braunstein 2002; 

Deloria 2002; Feigelson 1970).  Operation RAW marked the first pointed change in their 

protest tactics.  In Figure 2 we see VVAW members who participated in Operation RAW 

performing this new and radically different appearance – one where they began to 

conspicuously use their bodies and uniforms alongside their literal voices as the means to 

legitimize their position. 

In making this change, the VVAW turned on its head the semiotic ideologies that 

coded U.S. military uniforms and their performance.  These veterans now deployed their 

uniformed bodies as a way to delegitimize the U.S. government's policies by subverting a 

particular state hegemonic semiotic ideology that is nested within the visuality of military 

uniforms.  In doing so, the VVAW members literally and symbolically used themselves 

to challenge the geopolitical meta-narrative of the Vietnam War as just and needed (Hunt 

1999; Nicosia 2001; Stacewicz 1997).  These veterans, through their performance, 

enabled a particular atmosphere to emerge by drawing out an affective and emotive 

response of shock from their fellow citizens in order to communicate their message that 

the Vietnam War was futile (Anderson 2009; Anderson and Harris 2006; Bissell 2010). 
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Tracing this visual shift in the VVAW’s performances, I analyze the VVAW’s 

tactics by looking at how these actors chose to subvert the hegemonic meta-narrative 

through the use of the same materiality (i.e., their uniformed bodies) from their earlier 

life experiences as soldiers.  The intent of this shift was to enable the materiality to act as 

artefactual interferences and interventions in order to help bring about socio-political 

change.  In this case the body, clothing, and other body-enhancing materiality constituted 

the meanings embedded within a semiotic ideology that helped to construct, regulate, and 

contest a hegemonic social order (Keane 2003, 2005).  As such, this materiality had the 

potential to be a forceful tool for organizing, integrating, and enforcing patterns of social 

interaction and equally forceful in contesting and resisting these same patterns (Barnard 

1996; Joseph 1986; Goffman 1959, 1974; Gottdiener 1995; Schechner 2006; Young 

1995; Wobst 2007).  Through this lens I explore the VVAW’s tactics, particularly those 

enacted to enable affective atmospheres to emerge - atmospheres located in those 

ephemeral, more-than-representational moments of individual and collective 

performances. 

Following this introduction, the article is further divided into four more sections.  

The first examines the connection between critical geopolitics and a geopolitics by 

representation.  This is followed by an exploration of “seeing” more-than-

representational moments in photographs.  Next is a discussion of military uniforms as 

artefactual interventions and interferences.  The penultimate section turns to the 

exploration of the Vietnam Veterans Against the War. 
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CRITICAL GEOPOLITICS 

 The relationships that enable geopolitical representations are enacted intentionally 

(and at times unintentionally) for a myriad of reasons, but are generally operationalized 

with a desire to maintain certain hegemonic and often masked relationships of power, 

relationships that work to maintain the status quo of the international state system and the 

position of various states within it.  Classical geopolitical analyses understands 

geopolitics as a geopolitics by representation rather than geopolitics of representation 

(Castree and Macmillan 2004).  By this I mean that a classical analysis understands 

representations as levers that manipulate geopolitical narratives in order to maneuver 

particular actors to script the meta-narrative of geopolitics in particular ways. 

 An understanding of geopolitics as a practice of representation, rather than by 

representation, however suggests that through a critical examination of the processes of 

geopolitical representation, i.e., examining the processes behind the actor’s scripts of and 

deployment of representations, we can see the mechanisms that enable the levers (i.e., 

processes) to operate (Castree and McMillan 2004).  Critical geopolitics is an alternative 

practice of geopolitics – one that questions the assumptions of classical geopolitics, with 

its focus primarily on producing representations of that essentialized, fixed, a priori 

territorial state, whose meta-narrative constitutes the socio-political relationships that 

make today’s globe the globe - i.e., that familiar jigsaw puzzle of national states (Agnew 

2003; Ó Tuathail and Agnew 1992). 

 I am interested in seeing these processes examined through a performative 

analysis (Goffman 1959, 1974; Schechner 2006).  In this article, representation is defined 
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more broadly and includes textual, oral, and visual sources and understands 

representations as literal re-presentations of acts that are woven into any and all social 

practices (Prendergast 2000).  While critical geopolitics is a widely defined field, there is 

one element that is at its core - an understanding that a critical and spatial inquiry into the 

geographical claims and assumptions that drive global political debates and practices 

must be pursued (Kuus 2010).  This critical inquiry is designed to unhinge hegemonic 

geopolitical discourses that maintain the meta-narratives that mask the operationalization 

of the performance of, e.g., the conduct of the conduct of the modern state (Dean 2010). 

 The performance of this conduct is a discursive practice as an embodied 

experience and it may be unintentional and ephemeral, deliberate and enduring or some 

combination thereof and unlike representations, is the performance is what is “done” 

versus what is “thought.”  It is critical to examine the performative component of 

everyday practices, those performances that are nested within, but masked by, 

geopolitical representations.  In doing this we can capture a geopolitics of representation 

and unmask the conduct of the conduct of the state.  One way of doing this is to look at 

those more-than-representational aspects of performance and the emotive and affective 

registers that enable the emergence of particular affective atmospheres at particular times 

and in particular places. 

THE MORE-THAN-REPRESENTATIONAL AND ATMOSPHERES 

 Although non-representational theory (or more-than-representational theory as 

Hayden Lorimer (2005) re-phrased it) is quite diverse in its definition and deployment 

(and monikers), broadly the field suggests that there are ways of “being” that move 
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beyond what is understood as representational (Thrift 2004, 2007; Dewsbury 2003, 2009; 

Lorimer 2005; Rycroft 2007).  Performances that are rooted yet masked in our everyday 

mundane behaviors undergird our purposeful dramaturgical re-presentation of our selves.  

As such, it is concerned with the flow of practices in time, takes mundane practices 

seriously, and provides a means to amplify these practices through performative methods 

(Dirksmeier and Helbrecht 2008).  While acknowledging that there is more to the world 

than representation, it is equally key to acknowledge that representation is nonetheless a 

powerful world-disclosing and world-changing technology – a practical and performative 

tool with “real” effects (Barnett 1991).  Having written that, it is also key to acknowledge 

that in order to be effective representations need to draw on the affective and emotive 

qualities that are located within more-than-representational aspects of performance.  

Following the trajectory conjoined between representation and more-than-representation, 

this article senses - catches glimpses of - those ephemeral performances that, while not 

necessarily intended to be reproducible, operate within purposeful practices. 

 The pursuit of the more-than-representational sits at a crossroads in addressing 

geopolitical practices and representations.  How does one represent “the non-

representable” (Pile 2010)?  What good does it do - at least for critical geopoliticians - to 

acknowledge that “something” is most certainly and importantly occurring, yet be unable 

to elucidate anything more than this acknowledgement?  If we wish as critical 

geographers to articulate - for reasons of enabling and enacting change - the singular 

moments/events/acts/performances that constitute more-than-representations and that are 
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located in the banal Latourian assemblages and disassemblages of social practices that go 

into the makeup of meta-narratives – how do we do so? 

 One means is to look for the emotive and affective registers that drive the 

geopolitical engagements of actors from the perspective of the interplay between 

materiality and spatiality.  Atmospheres are a critical component of the more-than-

representational, providing the means by which affect and emotions emerge through the 

performance of identities, geopolitical or otherwise.  Atmospheres are a bridge between 

the concepts of 1) emotion, the culturally specific performances of feelings and 2) affect, 

the sensual qualities that arise from the interplay when human and non-human artefacts 

assemble in the everyday (Anderson 2009).  In this manner atmospheres are animated in 

the sense that they are always in the process of forming and transforming – of working 

and re-working through the actors who inhabit/enable the atmospheres (Bissell 2010).  

Through their emergence they enact particular places at particular times. 

 I am interested in this because as anthropologist Kathleen Stewart argues, “it is 

ordinary affects that give things the quality of something to inhabit and animate.  Politics 

starts in the animated inhabitation of the things…” (Stewart, 2007: 15).  So how can we 

catch those glimpses of past (and contemporary) more-than-representational moments 

that enable and disable geopolitical atmospheres?  An aim of this article is to understand 

how such atmospheres circumvent and circulate through the construction and deployment 

of geopolitical representations embodied uniforms, i.e., veterans clothed in their 

uniforms.  Clothed actors act as aesthetic artefacts that elicit affective and emotive 
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responses in actors and that in turn allow the materiality to surpass “itself” through its 

affective potentialities in motivating the actor. 

PHOTOGRAPHS AS EVIDENCE 

One way to go about the task of “seeing” the more-than-representational 

performances that operationalize the state is to look for atmospheres within a photograph.  

By “looking into” a photograph, one can see the embodiment of performances - viewing 

the contents of the image as a point of access that enables the interplay between the 

materiality and the spatiality of practices, which, in combination with a thorough 

contextual knowledge of the period when the camera’s shutter opened and shut, allows us 

to offer “thick descriptions” of the moment of the photograph’s exposure (Geertz 1973; 

Knowles and Sweetman 2004).  Photographs provide a look at the sense of “eventness” 

created and allows us to look into the affective potentialities of that “eventness” by 

paying attention to details of its “everydayness,” those mundane practices that are made 

manifest within the photograph (Crouch 2003; Lantham 2003).  In this way, photographs 

become an archive, or inventory, of an instance in time and space, and as such we have 

the capability to speak with a voice of authenticity and authority when discussing past 

events.  Through photographs of soldiers and/or veterans there is a “value brought to 

critical geopolitics from the small details furnished by ordinary people” (MacDonald, 

Dodds, and Hughes, 2010: 144). 

Of course as with all “truths,” notions of authority and authenticity are contingent 

(Schwartz and Ryan 2003; Tagg 1988, 2009).  However in spite of this notion of 

subjectivity (which I would argue is a valid question for any data - image, text, or 
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otherwise), it is precisely because photographs preserve that instant in time and space on 

that exposed sheet of film that we are allowed to see that what has been, has been 

(Barthes 1981; Brennen and Hardt 1999).  When understanding photographs as 

“windows” into a past is combined with a thorough contextual knowledge of the moment 

of the photograph’s exposure, an analytical and practical tool emerges that can capture 

specific social processes while at the same time facilitating understandings of general 

social processes and, most importantly, develop the relationships that connect them 

(Barthes 1981; Burke 2001; W. J. T. Mitchell 1995; Schwartz and Ryan 2003; Tagg 

1988, 2009). 

The analysis of photographs in this manner challenges any reduction of the events 

enacted by the veterans of the VVAW to meta-narratives that would merely frame the 

high or low points as victories or defeats.  In relocating the events of VVAW protests to 

the little things that made up the everyday, we can relocate and complicate how their 

protests fit into a meta-narrative, whether upholding or challenging it.  Doing so opens 

possibilities to construct a counter-narrative, offering what most meta-narratives of the 

state do not offer – that is they tell stories of individuals who walk among the everyday 

performances of the state and as such provide a telling that most geopoliticians looking 

down rather up never visit.  For me, visiting the small things of life is where one actually 

sees the events that operate - events that are fodder for simplified summaries of these 

events.  In this article the little things I visit are parts of the everyday lives of veterans 

who deployed their own clothed bodies as the performative means to an end – which was 

to end the war in Vietnam by “bringing the war home.” 
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MILITARY UNIFORMS AS INTERVENTIONS AND INTERFERENCES 

To see the little things I look at one artefactual “category” – military uniforms – 

and examine how one social movement, the Vietnam Veterans Against the War, used the 

more-than-representational communicative aspects of those uniforms to subvert, 

challenge, and complicate staid and fixed categories of identity for the soldier and/or the 

veteran as a chauvinistic and militaristic citizen.  Communication, broadly defined, is a 

process of information exchange between communicative interactors and, in the realm of 

most human communication, it largely takes place through non-verbal means; i.e., 

meaning is relayed through the materialities and spatialities that are embedded within 

semiotic ideologies that enable social relationships (Finnegan 2002; Gottdiener 1995; 

Keane 2003; Walker and Schiffer 2006).  With an understanding of identities as visual 

and performative enactments of geopolitical practices, various points of entry can be 

opened, enabling the exploration of how political identities are operationalized in situ. 

This understanding can in turn help unmask hegemonic geopolitical meta-narratives.  The 

state is a powerful phenomenon within our lives, yet often goes unquestioned. It; it has 

become seen as a naturalized relationship rather than a culturally constructed and 

manipulated one.  In light of the state’s pervasive, normative, and masked presence in our 

lives, how does one move beyond looking at superficial representations and seeing the 

more-than-representational aspects of geopolitics in order to unmask “it”? 

Artefacts are not direct evidence of a community, but rather evidence that a 

community was/is in process of being brought about.  They are interventions that portray 

a collective as bounded and fixed in reference to an other and they are interferences in 
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that artefacts change the world from what it would be if things were left alone (Wobst 

2000, 2007).  Social movements as socio-spatial entities are broadly defined as a 

collective of mobilized actors who seek some type of social change or cessation to 

change and they are comprised of a plethora of varying interests and identities that 

crystallize around that contestation while their identities are bounded by the artefactual 

correlates that they used to communicate their identity (Larana, Johnston, and Gusfield 

1994; Melucci 1989; Miller 2000; Routledge 1996; Wobst 2000, 2007). 

The actions of the VVAW were enacted by veterans whose respective messages 

were simultaneously and purposefully communicated through the materiality of their 

uniforms and their bodies.  As such, the veteran's bodies clothed in their military 

uniforms emerged as dynamic artefacts that communicated the VVAW’s socio-political 

platform in a unique manner.  As semiotically coded artefacts, the VVAW’s members 

were held in common with each through their unique artefactual orientation, i.e., they all 

were soldiers and demonstrated that to each other through their performance of “being” 

veterans.  What distinguished this community from other non-soldiers and/or veterans 

was its symbolic boundaries enacted by the materiality of its members’ uniforms and 

bodies.  As archaeologist Martin Wobst writes of the importance of artefacts to collective 

identity; “the behavior to form and disband socio-spatial bonds [is] unthinkable without 

certain kinds of artefacts (such as flags, and boundary markers, record keeping, uniforms, 

or currency)” that are “the material products and precedents of human behavior” (Wobst, 

2007: 56).  The members of the VVAW - their bodies and uniforms - were "symbols [that 
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did] not so much express meanings as give [them] the capacity to make meaning" 

(Barnard, 1996: 25). 

Military uniforms are often used as symbolic exemplars of the nation and/or of 

the state.  Similar to Benedict Anderson’s discussion of the role of print capitalism, 

uniforms, and in particular military uniforms, help spread, by symbol and action, the 

ideological messages of the state (Anderson 1991).  Through its uniforms, the state exists 

in artefactual form, the uniforms themselves.  Groups of actors attempt to unify 

themselves through the performance of the uniform’s very “uniform-ity,” demonstrating 

both the power and the ability of this artefact to organize and communicate through a 

semiotic ideology the identity of a group (Joseph 1986).  Thus they also mediate social 

interaction within the group and act as controls of social interaction between a 

particularly uniformed group and those outside of that group.  Uniforms can answer that 

initial question of, “who are you?,” which then materially dictates how the next “correct” 

interaction takes place (Barnard 1996; Goffman 1959; Joseph 1986).  In the case of the 

veterans of the VVAW, they attempted – through their uniforms – to turn this 

interrogative action on its head. 

VIETNAM VETERANS AGAINST THE WAR 

Since the First World War there have been a number of loosely organized U.S. 

veteran groups that have advocated non-violent conflict resolution, but it was not until the 

United States’ war in Vietnam (1965-1973) that veterans of earlier conflicts and 

contemporary one concomitantly with support from active duty soldiers, coalesced into a 

movement whose desire was to bring about an immediate end to that war (Cortright and 
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Watts 1991; Lee 1966; Moser 1996; Schmidt 1987).  This radical departure from past 

collective actions was fostered in part by the larger context of global social unrest and 

activism of the 1960s, which contested hegemonic practices of racism, class and gender 

inequalities, colonialism, and the prosecution of “unjust” and asymmetrical wars, which 

for the United States was its war in Vietnam.  One of the largest and more influential of 

the veteran groups was the non-violent peace organization the Vietnam Veterans Against 

the War (Hunt 1999; Nicosia 2001). 

Between its founding in 1967 and the end of U.S. direct involvement in Vietnam 

in 1973, the VVAW became a small but visually significant group in the U.S. anti-war 

movement. This was particularly true after they altered their tactics and enabled, through 

visual registers, a differing affective and emotive response that made their identities as 

veterans more visible (Hunt 1999; Moser 1996; and Nicosia 2001).  Beginning in New 

York City with less than a dozen members, the VVAW eventually increased its size to 

approximately 25,000 veteran members in 1971 (Nicosia 2001).  The movement's 

strategies and protests were centered on the platform that the United States’ war in 

Vietnam was unjust and asymmetrical in it is prosecution and futile in the Cold War goal 

of staying the Communist tide. 

Initially the members attempted to use "conventional" means of communication, 

such as public discussion forums at universities and within communities (e.g., "town 

hall" type meetings) and through the medium of radio (Nicosia 2001; Stacewicz 1997).  

Their appearance and rhetoric was that of members of the "status quo," and mostly 

consisted of appearing in "conventional" civilian clothes and maintaining conventional 
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grooming standards (see Figure 1).  During this early period of the VVAW, the members 

maintained a consistent visual appearance that was in line with hegemonic U.S. social 

conventions of masculine and feminine comportment (Hunt 1999; Nicosia 2001: 

Stacewicz 1997). 

The VVAW members "conventional" appearance was a specific artefactual ploy 

conducted with the hope of the organization's leaders to get their message across to the 

"mainstream" of U.S. society and media (Hunt 1999; Nicosia 2001; and Stacewicz 1997).  

The VVAW members were attempting to communicate with a "Middle America” by 

demonstrating visually, through their performances, that they were cut from the same 

cloth and, as such, their message would hopefully reach this audience (Hunt 1999; 

Nicosia 2001; and Stacewicz 1997).  With this attempt to communicate "sameness," the 

VVAW leadership believed that their message, as veterans "who had been there," would 

be better heeded than political messages sent by those who had not "served their 

country", such as the Students for a Democratic Society, who were at that time presented 

as radical, dangerous, and "un-American” (Nicosia 2001). 

Before the VVAW’s deployment of counter-culture visuality, the veterans 

attempted to enable particular atmospheres to emerge, atmospheres that drew on the 

emotional and affectual registers of nationalism.  Because the VVAW membership was 

composed of military veterans, they believed this would give other citizens a feeling of 

trust in listening to/heeding their message, drawing a connection between soldier-

veteran’s emotional attachments to duty, honor, country that were/are the bed rocks of 

“patriotism” and the “sacrifice” of the soldier-veteran.  Deploying these tactics, the 
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VVAW leadership had difficulty in getting their message heard by the larger civilian 

anti-war movement, by mainstream society, and by the news-media.  The VVAW was a 

minority voice in the peace movement as a whole and an unconventional voice at that.  

Despite their efforts, their authenticity was questioned by mainstream society and media; 

i.e., – who seemed to believe that soldiers do not speak out against war, as war is their 

profession. 

The normative appearance of the VVAW members as a practice lasted roughly 

until mid-1968 when two key events marked a change in the geopolitical representation 

of the war: the start of the Vietnamese "Tet" offensive in late January and the Democratic 

National Convention in August.  Feeling frustrated with their lack of impact, the VVAW 

leadership decided to change tactics and conceived of their first national scale protest that 

drew on guerilla theater tactics (Braunstein 2002; Deloria 2002; Doyle 2002; Feigelson 

1970).  They were confident that Operation RAW would vividly communicate to the U.S. 

public their message of the futility and injustice of the war in Vietnam by literally 

bringing the practice of war home (Hunt 1999; Moser 1996; Nicosia 2001; Stacewicz 

1997). 

Operation RAW, as discussed earlier, culminated purposefully at Valley Forge, 

Pennsylvania in order to symbolically connect the modern veterans of the VVAW - who 

were currently “fighting” for their country - with those historical soldiers of the 

Continental Army, who at Valley Forge wintered over through the particularly harsh 

winter of 1777-1778.  These continental soldiers endured the hardships of that winter 

without proper clothing, food, shelter, or medicine and earned the men the moniker 
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“winter soldiers.”  This name was drawn from Thomas Paine’s 1776 pamphlet, “The 

Crisis.”  Paine wrote this during a period of great doubt about the outcome of the 

American Revolution.  He wrote, “[t]hese are the times that try men's souls. The summer 

soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of their 

country; but he that stands by it now, deserves the love and thanks of man and woman.”  

The VVAW veterans likened themselves with these earlier “winter soldiers” because they 

believed that they were enduring their own hardships, the same as the Continental 

soldiers did some 200 years before, only now the enemy was not a foreign one but a 

domestic one. 

While Operation RAW catalyzed the group into taking more "radical" 

perspectives, including a more general anti-imperialist stance, and resulted in an increase 

in the membership of the VVAW, it still did not reach a wide enough audience for the 

group's leadership (Hunt 1999; Nicosia 2001; Stacewicz 1997).  To create the impact 

they desired, they wanted to take their message directly to the policy makers in 

Washington, D.C., and by such measures make themselves more visible to the U.S. 

population at large.  The VVAW leaders believed their message would be heard in 

political halls through their lobbying efforts and nationally, through a visually evocative 

demonstration on the steps of the Capitol Building. 
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This demonstration planned for the U.S. capital was named Operation Dewey 

Canyon III: "a limited incursion into the country of congress."  This was a parody of the 

recent Nixon administration's authorization to attack the supposedly neutral state of Laos, 

through two military operations code-named Operations DEWEY CANYON I and II 

(Moser 1996; Nicosia 2001).  The VVAW’s demonstration in D.C. occurred in late April 

1971, a week before what had become an annual anti-war/May Day demonstration 

(Garfinkle 1995; 

Hunt 1999; Nicosia 

2001; Stacewicz 

1997).  This was 

done in order to 

prevent the U.S. 

public from drawing 

a connection 

between the 

peaceful protests of 

the VVAW veterans and that segment of the anti-war movement that practiced violent 

resistance and/or revolution.  The VVAW did not advocate revolution, nor did they 

advocate violence. Their view on revolutions and violence was quite the opposite, 

precisely because they witnessed and/or participated in the violence of the war itself.  The 

emotive and affective registers of fighting a war had affected them to such an extent that 

 
Figure 3 
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the veterans expressed their political discontent purposefully through peaceful rather than 

violent means (Garfinkle 1995; Hunt 1999; Nicosia 2001). 

The weeklong demonstration of Operation Dewey Canyon III was composed of a 

series of marches, a continual lobbying of members of Congress and the performance of 

guerrilla theater (on the Mall, in front of the White House, and sundry other government 

buildings’ steps, i.e., the symbolic “doors” to the practices of U.S. statecraft).  The protest 

was scheduled to 

culminate with a 

particularly 

visual, visible, 

and symbolic 

return of medals 

awarded to the 

veterans for their 

service in 

Vietnam.  As in 

Operation RAW, these veterans embodied their uniforms in a manner that reflected the 

counterculture movement rather than the standards of their old masters, military culture.  

Here these veterans were once more subverting a hegemonic semiotic ideology that 

situated them through their uniforms as model citizens - citizens who sacrificed to protect 

the state. 

 
Figure 4 
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On the last day of the operation, 23 April 1971, approximately 2,000 veterans 

marched to the steps of the Capitol Building (Garfinkle 1995; Hunt 1999; Moser 1996; 

Nicosia 2001; Stacewicz 1997).  In Figures 3 and 4 we see the veterans who had been 

moving through the city and then halted at the steps of the Capitol Building.  They wear 

their uniforms or parts of their uniforms with attached original insignia and/or new peace 

and/or anti-war insignia sewn on.  The performance of their uniforms in this manner, i.e., 

mixed with civilian clothes and embodied with non-military grooming standards, visually 

drew a contradiction between their original uniforming practices as soldiers and the 

uniforms’ intended significations, i.e., as honorific with that of how the VVAW veterans 

stated that that honor had been betrayed. 

As part of their continued efforts to increase their visibility to the general public, 

the VVAW leadership made extra efforts to get mainstream media coverage and to have 

it focus on this particular ceremony of the veterans returning their medals by throwing 

them onto the steps of the Capitol Building (Hunt 1999, Nicosia 2001; Stacewicz 1997).  

Individually, each veteran approached the erected fence that was surrounding the Capitol 

Building (designed to keep protestors in general out of the building), made a personal 

statement, and then threw his or her medals over the fence and onto the steps of the 

building, symbolically returning their medals to the U.S. Congress – that institution 

which authorized their award (see Figure 5) (Hunt 1999; Moser 1996; Nicosia 2001; 

Stacewicz 1997).  The VVAW veterans were turning on its head the hegemonic narrative 

of the soldier’s creed of duty, honor, and country; these new winter soldiers supported the 

ideals of the U.S. political system, but directly challenged its contemporary practioners.  
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The VVAW’s veterans used their life histories - individually and collectively - to thwart, 

through the use of a symbolically laden materiality, the hegemonic geopolitical meta-

narrative of the state. 

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 

In this brief analysis of the geopolitical protests of a small group of U.S. veterans, 

I attempted to highlight, through the analysis of two of their public demonstrations, how 

the group used symbolic and state-sanctioned materiality in order to manipulate a 

hegemonically scripted meta-narrative of the Vietnam War and its protagonists.  The 

VVAW used hegemonically signified artefacts - U.S. military uniforms and equipment 

and the individuals who wore/carried them – to subvert, challenge, and contest a meta-

narrative of the Vietnam War.  They did this in order to legitimize their position as a 

means to thwart, undermine, and turn over a hegemonic geopolitical meta-narrative that 

was used to continue the prosecution of the Vietnam War.  Because of the veterans’ 

unique position within this meta-narrative as one time “doers” of U.S. foreign policy, 

they were able to create particular geopolitical atmospheres that repurposed the 

materiality of their prior lives as tools to undermine the legitimacy of their own previous 

identities.  They repurposed this mundane materiality in a manner that highlighted its 

masked, yet key, role in constituting identities. 

Capturing the more-than-representational performances is vital for understanding 

the “everydayness” that enables the representation of geopolitics to be folded into meta-

narratives of the state.  It is vital because it is through the little things that make up the 

everyday that we can complicate and challenge hegemonic meta-narratives and the unjust 



153 

practices they mask.  The reified state is such a powerful object to behold that it is nearly 

impossible to rethink “it.”  The veterans who were the objects of this case and who 

performed as individual geopolitical actors through their very embodiment of this state 

did attempt to rethink it by challenging the hegemonic meta-narrative of the state. 
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