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engaging when exploring the handful of other
close relationships Dickinson maintained—with
her sister Lavinia (Vinnie), the exuberant writer
Helen Hunt Jackson, and her sister-in-law Sue,
the only person with whom Dickinson shared
more of her poems than Higginson. Each of her
carefully chosen companions served a distinct
function in her life and after.

Dickinson instructed Vinnie to burn her
papers upon her death, which she did. Emily evi-
dently had said nothing about her poems, which
were kept separately from the papers. Upon dis-
covering these, Vinnie, Higginson, and the devil-
may-care socialite and writer Mabel Loomis
Todd set about publishing Dickinson’s poems at
last. It appears that Todd was responsible for the
transcription of Dickinson’s poems and the
unforgivable liberties taken in editing them.

Todd is also remembered for her not-so-
clandestine affair with Austin Dickinson, Emily’s
brother. Most of the book’s true heat derives from
the account of this affair—a juicy respite from
White Heat’s more serious literary thrust—one I
admit I enjoyed.

Stephanie E. Schlaifer is a poet and editor based in St.
Louis. Her work has appeared in Fence, Delmar, elevenbulls, and
elsewhere.
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Victims of War
Reviewed by Hew Strachan

During the 20th century,
Alexander B. Downes tells us,
between 43 and 54 million
noncombatants died as a result
of war. However shocking, it is
a statement without precision.
As he acknowledges, we have no firm bead on the
civilian death toll in Iraq, let alone in the many
conflicts of sub-Saharan Africa. The military
losses of World War I are known to the nearest
million, the civilian losses not even to so general
an estimate. And how are we to define a combat-
ant? Downes decides to treat the terms “noncom-

batant” and “civilian” interchangeably, though a
few military personnel, such as doctors, are non-
combatants, and many civilians are combatants.

Neither point contradicts the basic premise of
Downes’s book, that civilians have been targeted
in modern interstate wars, and that this has been
a problem of increasing international concern.
Downes, a political scientist at Duke, argues that
the pressure to target civilians has arisen in two
types of war: those of territorial annexation, in
which enemy civilians are displaced or killed to
make way for settlers, and wars of attrition, in
which desperation drives even (or particularly)
democracies to target civilians in order to coerce
the enemy to surrender. In Downes’s view, the
types of regime engaged in the war are not signif-
icant, nor is either military culture or the racial
identity of the enemy.
Downes is a reduction-
ist, anxious to seek a
single set of explan-
ations for a complex
phenomenon.

He develops four
principal case studies:
the blockade of Germany in World War I, the
strategic bombing of Japan (but not of Germany)
in World War II, the conflict of 1947–49
associated with the founding of Israel, and the
South African War of 1899–1902. In the latter
conflict, the British decision to collect Boer fami-
lies in “concentration” camps was less innovative
than first appearances suggest. Though colonial
annexation relied on assimilation more than
ethnic cleansing, these wars still targeted the
indigenous populations, because these popula-
tions sustained their warriors in the field. When
the British invaded Zululand in 1879, they
destroyed its agricultural base and sacked its cap-
ital, Ulundi: Women and children were not ex-
empt from the consequences of that offensive,
though Downes appears to believe they were.

The legacy of colonial warfare is an important
strand in the argument about the origins of 20th-
century “total war.” The British again waged eco-
nomic warfare when they blockaded the Central
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Powers in World War I. Downes is forgiving if
civilian deaths were caused unintentionally, for
example by the sanctions imposed on Iraq in the
1990s. Though he does not acknowledge it, many
of the consequences of Britain’s blockade were
also indirect and unanticipated. Downes attrib-
utes the fall in German food production solely to
the effects of the blockade, overlooking the role
the Germans themselves played in diverting agri-
cultural labor to wartime mobilization efforts,
mismanaging food distribution, and failing to
understand the market. He ascribes all German
excess civilian deaths, due especially to tubercu-
losis, to malnutrition. Finally, Downes concludes
that the blockade contributed to the German
decision to seek an armistice in 1918, though the
choice was made by the German high command
in response to the military situation.

Fortunately, most will read this book not for
what it has to say about Germany, but for its argu-
ment that, at least until 1970, a democracy was as
likely to target civilians as was any other type of
regime (including the Nazis’), particularly in pro-
tracted wars. Downes is on surer ground when he
examines the U.S. bombing of Japan during
1944–45 and the wars fought in 1947–49 during
Israel’s founding, both of which buttress his
conclusion that domestic norms against the killing
of civilians are, at best, secondary considerations in
explaining how democracies choose to fight.

But there is a case for saying that—at least in
the two world wars—regime type was a more
important factor than Downes allows. British
propaganda in World War I drew a distinction
between the German people and the Kaiser. The
logic of the blockade was that starvation might
provoke revolution, and so effect a change in
government. Believing that this was what had
happened in 1918, the Allies hoped for the same
effects when they bombed Germany in 1944.
Hitler proved them wrong. Nonetheless, similar
arguments were voiced in advance of the
invasion of Iraq in 2003. Democracies have tar-
geted civilians at least in part because they be-
lieve in the power of the people to overthrow
tyrannical governments.

Finally, Downes needs to consider what
makes a democracy fight a protracted war. As he
rightly observes, no sensible democratic leader
will knowingly undertake a long, bloody, and
indecisive conflict. In the first half of the 20th
century, democracies fought long wars because
they saw themselves as defending core values,
and so both military and moral imperatives justi-
fied breaching the principle of noncombatant
immunity.

Hew Strachan is Chichele Professor of the History of War and a
fellow of All Souls College at the University of Oxford, where he directs
the Leverhulme Program on the Changing Character of War. His most
recent book is Clausewitz’s On War: A Biography (2007). 

Labors of Love
Reviewed by Darcy Courteau

Ask anyone who has done

much volunteering and you are
bound to hear—along with
heartwarming stories of teach-
ing a kid to read or saving a
church slated for demolition—
tales of abuse. A friend recalls the Saturday she
sacrificed to help build a playground at a New
Orleans community center. She arrived to find
the well-heeled volunteers who had donated the
space standing around complaining into their
cell phones about the heat; she was handed a
shovel. Six palm-blistering hours later, she “acci-
dentally” tossed mulch on a slacker and left. “I
just thought if we’re all in this together, let’s be in
this together,” she said.

But it is our very self-reliance (and a distrust
of government), sociologists Marc A. Musick and
John Wilson write in Volunteers, that spurs
Americans to donate their time. Bootstraps
firmly in hand, we have the highest volunteer rate
in the world—one study estimates that nearly
two-thirds of Americans volunteer. Because such
labor is motivated by ideals rather than cash, tap-
ping this resource can be a delicate challenge. In
a giant compendium—of other social scientists’
studies as well as analyses of survey data col-
lected over two decades—Musick and Wilson set
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