Annual
Political Book
Award
The Washington Monthly wishes to recognize the best of those
books that explore the processes and values of the institutions that
govern America, the books that share our purpose of ‘identifying
where the system breaks down, why it breaks down, and what
can be done to make it work.

The award for 1971 goes to
A History of the Modern Age
by Julian K. Prescott
and
365 Days
by Ronald J. Glasser
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The Red Badge
of Literature

a review by William Styr6h
Why is it that the war in Vietnam
has inspired tons of journalism, most
of it ordinary, yet such a small
amount of imaginative literature?
Could this be merely the continuation
of a negative trend which began
during the Korean War-a conflict
which also produced little that was
notable in the way of fiction, drama,
or poetry? For up until the past two
decades the wars America engaged in
proved to be the catalyst for memorable work from some of our finest
writers. In the best of these worksthose of Whitman and Melville, Hemingway, Dos Passos, e. e. cummings,
Mailer, James Jones-the
writers
seemed possessed by an almost Euripidean need to demonstrate the eternal
tragedy and folly of warfare, its
persistence as a mysterious and destructive force dwelling in the very
matrix of our nature, its stupidity, its
boredom and anguish, and the glorious heroism it sometimes calls forth in
spite of itself. In retrospect, it may be
that both the appeal and the vitality
of these novels and poems-and of
lesser yet beautifully crafted works
like John Horne Burns’ novel of World
War 11, The Gallery-had to do with a
kind of residual unconscious romanticism. After all, the Civil War and the
William Styron is author of Lie Down in
Darkness and The Confessions of Nat Turner.
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two World Wars of this century,
whatever their horrors and whatever
the historical blunders and idiocies
that propelled them into being, possessed moral aspects which could
make an individual’s participation in
the conflict not entirely ignoble. Both
Stephen Crane and Hemingway were
conscious of the insanity, the brutalization of war, but there were still a
few idealistic principles embedded in
the Civil War and the First World War,
thus lending to The Red Badge of
Courage and A Farewell to Arms
certain ironies and contradictions
which helped give to each, finally, a
romantic and tragic resonance.
It is possible, then, that the further
we remove ourselves from wars in
which a vestige of idealism exists
or-to put it the other way aroundthe more we engage in waging wars
which approach being totally depraved, the less likely we are to
produce imaginative writing which
contains many plausible outlines of
humanity. It is a long leap, both
historically and aesthetically, from the
clear, frightened, distinctive identity
of the hero of Stephen Crane (to
whom, incidentally, Ronald J. Glasser’s book* is dedicated) to the
blurred, undifferentiated, curiously
*365 Days, by Ronald J. Glasser, George

Braziller, $6.95.
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