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Article 11

Brittain: Rounding Second…
ROUNDING SECOND ...

A pACIFIST RESPONDS TO THE W

M ARK BRJTIAJN
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my son stumbled on his way to third base

I became a pacifist when I was three years old and marched into a
group of my uncles huddled with my Dad around the back end of our '41 Nash,
my Dad's foot carefully balanced on the rear fender. They were talking
feverishly-until I entered the group when the conversation stopped cold. I am
certain they were talking about their war experiences. And I am equally sure
they knew what they we re saying was not fit for the consumption of three year
olds. My Mother told me later how her brothers had changed in the war. I
watched them my whole life: dark, withdrawn, drinking too much, mean. (Of
course, not all soldiers are affected in this way; but we must find a way to stop
feeding our yo ung to the monsters of war!) During the VietNam War, my
Father exploded one day at the TV when somebody referred to World War II as
the "last good war." "No such thing!" he told me. People who fight wars know
better. I believe them.
Finally, the issue of war comes down to our ability to imagine
alternatives. All of us find it too easy to see people we perceive as different as
"The Other." To update Stephen Spender in The God That Failed, we find it as
convenient to kill "them" as to erase a botched sentence with a click of our
mouse. "Do not kill kin," the early Greek code of justice announced. In The
Oresteia, Aeschylus forces us to ask again, "Who is our kin?" Athena expands
the notion to include anybody in our society: " my curse on civil war." In the
Global Village, all wars are civil wars, wars among neighbors. A Pacific
Northwest Indian legend helps us understand . One day five brothers, traveling
West across the ocean, meet some strangers, who kill four of the young men.
The fifth flees-and eventually returns to the land of the strangers, avenging the
death of his brothers by kidnapping the daughter of their Chief. She becomes
his wife, and while pregnant with their child, she escapes back to her people.
She finds a way to break the cycle of revenge by establishing the following
principle with their son. She tells him: "The man you see from the other side of
the ocean may be your father. Be kind to strangers."
I once had a poster that said, "War is not healthy for children and other
living beings." That's the dainty view. That irascible World War I pacifist
Randolph Bourne put some teeth into it. "War is the health of the state." War
is good for business; it builds the egos of nation-states. On a deeper level,
Bourne is saying that we go to war because we fear complexity. There is
something about us that loves to wave flags, to send packages to "our boys," to
stand united in a common cause.
Our language betrays our innocence: initially we were on a "crusade";
now we are fighting against the "axis of evil," comfortably evoking that last
"good war"-and simplistic notions of our own innocence. Even "war on
terrorism" is problematic: Who are the terrorists? Osama bin-Laden? The
Palestinians? The Israelis? Us? We must examine our conscience; as the

trying to extend a stand-up double.
Rooster tails of native clay and immigrant top soil
sprayed the opponent shortstop
as planted right foot launched him
off of second and into an arm wheeling,
tip-toeing slave to his own inertia
and his ten-year old bravura.
Flailing body overtook ambition
in a collapsing bow to the goggle-eyed
third-base coach whose arms
were still mutely raised, fingers extended ,
fro zen in coach -sign-speak for Stop.
Knowledgeable fathers and step-dads
screamed conflicting commands from the stands
and he levitated.
He rose to a sprinter's crouch
and sprang, arms pumping at the bag
and the unfortunate ·boy playing third base,
who was a soccer player with his hopeful father's
too large fielder's glove
and sudden questions about the decision
to try baseball.
And he fled.
The ball, thrown perfectly
from deep in the wet, marshy turf
of a spring baseball outfield, bulleted
into my son's back as he dropped
into cleat-footed contact with the unguarded base
and effortlessly popped up to see
th e ball spinning lazil y away, untend ed.
And he ran for home.
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