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"give up, however briefly, one's sense of reality in the world, onet sense of actualiry and its limits,
and onet sense that language can be controlled..."6This is dif{icult work because to swim with onet
thoughts, images, impressions and feelings without constraint, is to withstand the desire to move too
quickly from what we do not yet know to what we wish to solidifiz about the self.

With regard to The Hero Book,I want to suggest a way of thinking with free association. In the

bound manuscript, the juxtaposition of the vignette with the painting Defending the Beach Heail is

suggestive, raising speculation about the artist's intent and indeed the nature of his own associations.

Buf insread of engaging the impulse for explanation and risk imposing a normative reading, there is

another prompt we might consider. Architectural critic Jane Rendell, whose writings bring
psychoanalysis to art criticism, offers the perspective that there is an associative encounter between

ihe viewer or critic and the work of art itself. Developing her unique form of art criticism, what she

calls "site-writing,"8 Rendell seeks to "suspend what we might call judgment or discrimination in

criticism"g in favour of an approach that views aesthetic objects as points of correspondence

between the critic's outer and inner worlds. "W'orks take critics outside themselves," she writes,

"offering new geographies, new possibilities, but they can also return critics to their own interior, their
own biographie5."1o This is close to Meltzer and Harris-Williams suggestion that, "the aesthetic

critic's prime responsibiliry...is to show how it is possible to think with the book, rather than

showing whar to think about it."11 By describing something we also conjure it into being.To think
with the aesthetic object rather than think about it requires that we stay with the ineffable qualities

of the object in"such a way that we are discovering ourselves as the same time and responding to

the invitationinart."l2 Instead of moving quickly towards representation the critic might remain

with the incantation of the aesthetic object as itself "a form of knowing...bound up with sensing

and perceiving, but in ways that are not always-or not yet-conceptual forms of knowledge."l3 It
is this form of criticism that I experiment with in my reading of The Hero Book.

Memoir as Archive
The paintings, photographs and textual vignettes collected inWaters's memoir do not so much document

an already imigined military ontology as they do lay bare his personal experiences and private

remembrances. But the personal becomes social comment^ry when we consider the lived realities

within which the soldier is constructed.To engage The Hero Book as a civilian reader is to enter into a

relationship with military experience in ways that may be other-wise inaccessible: one is free to make

their own issociarions. Military cultures are somewhat obscure to those who have not participated in them,

which raises the question of how, from disparate perspectives, one might respond.This query is relevant

to the artist as well.ThoughWaters is no longer a soldier, his encounter with military culture remains

an unsettled and unsettling element of his personal past that continues to influence his artistic practice.

An unsettled history is one that returns to haunt, bringing with it an agitation or disquiet that

pricks at the corners of the present. The turbulence and affective conflict of the unsettled past,

ho*err.r, may be one force that drives the work of aesthetic translation. Rather than attempting to

tame the intensity of feeling,'Waters registers the impossibitity of conjuring any semblance of
their "ferocity" through visual or textual means. He likens the effort at representation to "an

anthropological endeavour,"14 as if he were a participant observer of his own experience, studying

it from the outside and gathering together an archive of facts and impressions that might provide

some contours of a coherent whole. In his search "through the rubble of so many degrading and

empowering acts"15 there is a sense of estrangement in that what remains is only a catalogue ot trace

of the original.This is the paradox of the unsettled past: what has been lost demands a response that

can only be met in belated time and so fails to repair the original tear.
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established understanding of things."22 Itis this unsettling encounter that allows us to stay with the

uncertainfy of our relation to the military subject and to travel diflerently along with the artist. In
rhe remainder of this paper I offer an analysis of the ways in which state violence colludes with
military fantasies in our apprehension of the soldier as human and I consider how aesthetic frames

might alter such modes of recognition. To do so I brtng The Hero Book into conversation with
Butler's critique of the r,vays in which visual culture structures our recognition of the grievabihry of
human life.23

Inventing the soldier
The invention of a soldier is achieved via the rituals of basic training, the kind of rituals from r,vhich

The Hero Book borrows its name. In our conversations about the memoir,Waters tells me how, each

morning, senior drill instructors r,vould gather recruits together and recite stories of heroism by former
forces members.The large bound text from which the officers read was knor,vn as the "Hero Book."
More than a vision of what the recruit might become, such narratives delineate the path the soldier

must tread if he hopes to attain heroic status. Such is the odyssey of basic training.
As a work of memoir, The Hero Book mourns the loss of the heroic myth r,vhile at the same

time registering nostalgia for its utopic dream. In the mythic sense, an odyssey is an epic journey
that transforms the one who survives it in some essential way. There can be no hero without the

quest, for its endurance produces the extraordinary qualities that distinguish him as beyond the

merely mortal. Even in death, the myth of the hero lives on. Part of power of the heroic myth stems

from the fantasy that believes human frailry might be overcome. And yet it is precisely this frailry
argues Butler, which allows us to recognize ourselves as human.24 Deny the reality of injurabiliry
she argues, and we refuse our vulnerability to others with whom we share relations of dependence

but also responsibility.2S For Butler, living socially is a precarious endeavour because "one's life is

always, in some sense, in the hands of the other."26 The knowledge of this radical relationality, however,

is what the soldier (whose job it is to take human life and to take it without compunction) cannot

allow. The military fantasy is that precariry might be attenuated by some (the nation's warriors) and

amplified in others (the enemy).27 Indeed, this is not merely fantasy: the weapons r,vielded by our
nation's soldiers can and do maim and kill.

The cost of the denial of precariousness, on an ontological level, however, is the fracturing of
social conditions which allow us to live ethically in relation to ourselves and to others. One example

of this cleavage is seen in the violence enacted through the positioning a sovereign subject who
"denies its own constitutive injurabiliry and relocates it in the other."28 Another is the belief in
state-sponsored violence as a protection against external threats, a position that, in Butlert terms,

merely "exchanges one potential violence for another."zs Thinking about precariousness as an ethical

relation allows us to consider the social consequences of how some lives are constituted in excess of
precariry as well as how it is occluded in others. I argue that the repudiation of precariry as practiced

by the soldier in the context of mrlitary service, is a social violence that must also be theorized as

part of the leftt political critique of war.
Butler's Frames of War invigorates her discussion of human precarity3O by examining the

ontological and epistemological frames within which certain lives become recognizable as grievable

(lose-able or injurable) and therefore human. As a qualiry of human relationaliry precariousness rs

nor merely an ixistential dilemma: it also has political dimensions.3l This is particularly true in the

context of state violence. By minimizing precarity for some and maximizrngit for others, she

suggests, "war seeks to deny the ongoing and irrefutable ways in which we are all subject to one

"nlih.., 
vulnerable to destruction by thetther."32 The denial of precariousness, which props up the

-)
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servirude ro rhe beloved motherland. Men do fight and die on behalf of the nation but something

other than life is forGited too, those aspects of masculiniry that threaten to undo the careful cultivation

of aggression as it serves the purpose of state-sanctioned murder.41 The folly of the sacrifice is

fu.th.r revealed when the fantasy of invulnerability is stripped away, as is so often the case in the

brutal reality of armed cornbat42. Chris Hedges, a veteran war correspondent who writes critically

about the social meaning of war, advances this idea: "The myth of war," he writes, "rarely endures

for those who experience combat.War is messy, confusing, sullied by raw brutality...in the final

moments before the shooting starts...you do not think of home or family, for to do so is to overcome

by a wave of nostalgia and emotion that can impair your ability to survive."43 Indeed, the abiliry to

survive, if assured at all, lies with the efficacy of one's combat unit. In battle, the soldier who was

once the son of the nation now becomes the brother in arms. From the ruins of all that the soldier

must leave behind, a new family is forged.
If milirary cultures are built around the shared capacrqr to split oneself off from vulnerability

and side instead with the aggressive qualities of the human, what does this mean for social relationaliry?

In conversation,'Waters tells me that,

One of the reasons drat I joined fthe infantry] was to leave home.The family that I helped to

create was more important than the one I was born to. Everything else does drop away.That

is how the military works... The things about the drinking together, the skir,'vies-that is an

intimate tableau. Even drink would enable a kind of intimacy that may not be allowed in
regular masculiniry. So many of our experiences seemed to be [a] good idea at the time.You

*ere togethe. in this interminable waiting for something that never arrived-a promise that

could never be fulfi11ed-the objects in the book come to stand for those connections. Certain

forms of intimacy are allowable and certain aren't.44

The reconditioning of social ties in basic training produces new social formations with distinct

codes of behaviour which serwe military purposes. "'W'hat you have previously accepted as individuality

is restructured,"Waters writes,"so that the self now exists for the benefit of the group.That is not

such a bad thing and sometimes feels like the ideal form of surrender."4s Surrender is an interesting

concept: it is both ontological (as in something one might do when taken.prisoner) and epistemological

(a psyihical giving over of oneself). Surrender is therefore a relation of vulnerability that, in the

rnilitary context, must be mediated in socially accepted ways even as it gambles with the conventions

of hereronormative masculinity. A new fraternity-the substitute family created by the military-
replaces old bonds, which now bear the weight of the soldier's repressed vulnerabilities. But at what

.oit, to the soldier and to the social networks he must abandon? Should the loss of the soldier's

precariry be grieved and if so, how is this bereavement different from what is mourned r,vhen the

hero meets their death?The ritual of mourning rn which thousands of Canadians line the "Highway

of Heroes" to bear witness to those soldiers killed in the line of duty as they are transported to their

final resting place does not, I would argue, grieve the soldiert singulariry but rather their similitude

under the binner of national heroism. There is another kind of loss to be mourned: the soldier's

relationship to their own frailry the very thing that enables an ethical relation to the other. How
might the memoir unsettle the norms of recognition that frame the soldier and return the human
"in its frailry and precariousness"?46

'W'aters's simple hne drawing , 3 of Us,of three figures in silhouette is, for me, highly suggestive.4T

I am reminded of the child's tracing game in which one hand is placed on a sheet of paper while

the other draws a path around it. The image that remains is uncanny, both of the body, yet not the

body-a strange perspective of the self-only partially limned. In Waters's drawing, the blank space

framed by the dark outline tugs at our attention, registering the impossibility that something in the
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