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Beyond Heroism and Towards Shared Vulnerability: Re-imagining Canada’s Affective 

Deployment of Mourning in Response to Afghan War Deaths 

 

Journal: Impact Afghanistan War, February 5, 2011 

Stand. Fall. Stand. Fall. Stand. Fall. The impact of body with ground. The surprising 

accommodation of surfaces. The season’s first snow was soft and embracing, but now, as winter 

wears on the ground has taken on the topography of a moonscape. Falling is the easy part—the 

curious architecture of body and limbs. It’s standing, rising, that’s difficult. Stand. Fall. Breathe. 

Traffic, birdsong, distant or passing voices, circling hawk, tree limbs, plane slicing sky, snow. 

Falling. The ground becomes a between-space where I experience both the vastness of my 

distance from, and a closeness to, all those who have fallen, who are falling, in Afghanistan. 

Distance, because I am acutely aware of the inadequacy of my gesture. I fall of my own accord. I 

have not been struck down. I am not injured. I can rise. Do rise. But it is precisely this 

awareness of distance that connects me. Each fall becomes an embodied meditation on the 

unequal distribution of vulnerability in our geopolitical landscape. With each fall I recognize—it 

“could” be me, it isn’t me, and, the reasons it’s not.   

 

On October 7, 2001 the U.S. (accompanied by British forces) launched Operation Enduring 

Freedom (OEF), its War in Afghanistan.1 Though no Canadian military personnel participated in 

this initial invasion, then Prime Minister Jean Chrétien, in an act of discursive engagement, 

immediately announced Canada’s commitment to contribute military forces to an international 

“campaign on terror” and, in February 2002, the Canadian military deployed its first 750 ground 
                                         
1 The operation’s original title, Operation Ultimate Justice, was objected to by Islamic clerics on the grounds that 
“ultimate justice can only be dispensed by Allah” (Brown, Derek. September 27, 2001 [online] 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2001/sep/27/afghanistan.terrorism5). 
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troops to Afghanistan.2 In November of 2010, nine years after the start of the U.S.-led war in 

Afghanistan, Prime Minister Steven Harper’s Conservative government announced its decision 

to extend (beyond the 2011 deadline mandated by parliament) Canada’s military presence in 

Afghanistan until 2014.3  

Since the onset of the post-9/11 U.S.-led invasion of Afghanistan 157 Canadian military 

personnel have died or been killed.4 While each of these deaths have been memorialized in the 

Canadian media and through official repatriation ceremonies as well as and through popular 

“Highway of Heroes” memorials, there are no exact numbers for Afghans who have been killed 

or died as a result of war-related causes during this time. This lack of an accurate accounting of 

Afghan war deaths is, in large measure, a result of the U.S.’s no-body count policy as 

communicated in the first month of the war by U.S. military spokesperson, Rear Adm. John D. 

Stufflebeem: “[A]s a military institution, we don't keep body counts, or at least we're not keeping 

body counts. Maybe in past wars it was done. But we're not doing that.”5 The lack of accounting 

is also a reflection of what Butler calls a “differential distribution of grievability across 

populations” wherein Western lives are deemed grievable while the lives of non-Western 

“Others” remain outside of the realm of grievability (2009, 24).  

                                         
2 Canada. Department of National Defence (DND), News Room NR 02.001, January 7, 2002 [online]. Available 
from http://www.forces.gc.ca/site/news-nouvelles/news-nouvelles-eng.asp?cat=00&id=351.  
3 Toronto Star, November 24, 2010 [Online]. Available from http://www.thestar.com/special/article/897222--have-
your-say-on-canada-s-afghan-mission. The Harper government argued that a new Parliamentary vote was not 
required to extend the mission since the Canadian troops will stay on in Afghanistan in a training, not a combat, 
capacity.  
4 Canada. DND, “Fallen Canadians” [online] August 8, 2011 http://www.forces.gc.ca/site/news-nouvelles/fallen-
disparus/index-eng.asp.  
5 U.S. Department of Defense, News Transcript, Public Affairs, “Enduring Freedom Operational Update” October 
30, 2001 [online] http://www.defense.gov/transcripts/transcript.aspx?transcriptid=2232. Though highly debated (and 
erratically practiced) the no body count policy has been reiterated by U.S. military and Pentagon spokespeople 
throughout its decade-long war in Afghanistan. In 2006, then Defense Secretary, Donald Rumsfeld explained that 
the policy is a reversal of the U.S. practices during the Vietnam War: "If you'll recall the Vietnam War, they had 
body counts that went on day after day after day . . . The implication of that was that you were winning if the body 
count went up and losing if the body count went down.” Time U.S. June 2, 2009 [online] 
http://www.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,1902274,00.html#ixzz1WETDevB4. 
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With the return of Canada’s first Afghanistan War combat fatalities in spring 2002, 

Canadians began to “spontaneously” gather along the 172-kilometre repatriation route between 

the military base in Trenton, Ontario and Toronto’s coroner’s office.6 Crowds gathered onto 

Ontario’s Highway 401’s roadsides and freeway overpasses and wait, sometimes for hours, in 

heat, rain, and freezing cold, to pay tribute to the passing motorcade bearing the bodies of 

Canadian soldiers. Since its inception, the “Highway of Heroes” memorial phenomena has 

garnered positive media attention across Canada (as well as in the U.S.), 7 has led to the official 

renaming of sections of the repatriation route to the “Highway of Heroes” (2007) and “Route of 

Heroes” (2010), and has inspired a host of songs and you-tube video tributes.8  

Like many a Canadian identity tale, the Highway of Heroes has become a story of how 

different Canadians are from our neighbors to the south. Set in contrast to the U.S., where the G. 

W. Bush administration prohibited the media from broadcasting images of the coffins of U.S. 

military personnel killed in Afghanistan and Iraq, Canada’s public “grassroots” display of 

mourning for our military dead has added to the already prolific arsenal of evidence of Canada’s 

altruistic national superiority.9 A closer look, however, at the Highway of Heroes memorial 

phenomena troubles this narrative.  

This paper combines a phenomenological, theoretical and historical inquiry into the role of 

embodied and affective expressions of mourning in constructing narratives of death related to 

militarism and war by juxtaposing a critical analysis of the Highway of Heroes memorial 

                                         
6 Tentative schedules (based on expected time of air transport arrivals to the CFB at Trenton) for the repatriation 
ceremonies, are announced through both mainstream media and social media outlets. 
7 An example of U.S. news coverage is the November 11, 2008 (Remembrance Day in Canada, Veterans Day in the 
U.S.) prime time MSNBC feature news story, “A hard road: The Highway of Heroes” [online] 
http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/21134540/vp/27651384#27651384. 
8 Canadian rock band The Trews (with Gordie Johnson) wrote and produced a hit single in 2010 with the chorus: 
Carry me home down The Highway of Heroes / People above with their flags flying low. / Carry me softly, down 
The Highway of Heroes. / True Patriot Love, / There was never more. 
9 Prime Minister Steven Harper’s failed 2006 attempt to emulate the Bush administration’s prohibition only added to 
the story of difference by demonstrating Canadian’s superior capacity to resist government censure. 



Author’s original manuscript of article published in FRAKCIJA Issue 58-59, 2012. 

 4 

phenomena with an auto-ethnographic reflection of a daily public memorial ritual that employs a 

poetics of shared vulnerability and seeks to serve as an agent for community discourse and 

mobilization in response to militarism and war. Drawing on contemporary theories of mourning 

in a geopolitical context (Butler 2009, 2006, 2003; Taylor 2004) and of the state’s modulation of 

affect towards the militarization of civilian psychology (Orr 2006, 2004; Massumi 2010, 2005) 

as well as on feminist scholarship analyzing women’s historical role as the primary mediators of 

public mourning in the West and the underlying ideological and structural forces that contributed 

to the regulation, control and constraint of their socially situated mourning practices (Holst-

Warhaft 2000, 1992; Seremetakis 1991; Hockey 2001, 1997) this paper will interrogate how the 

Highway of Heroes phenomena—though often framed as a grassroots movement—reflects and 

reinforces the agenda of state sponsored military memory projects through a militarized poetics 

of mourning. 

 

Blog entry: Impact Afghanistan War, July 14, 2010 

There is an odd relief in committing myself to a process of experiencing impact. It makes me 

aware of how much of life is dedicated to its avoidance or mitigation. In the early post-9/11 days 

when many “Americans” were deeply affected by the attack on the twin-towers I remember how 

quickly the state entered to manage the emotional response. Community constructed altars 

throughout New York City were dismantled. Collective grief was systematically re-directed into 

nationalistic and patriotic fervor and, within weeks, a nation-wide ad campaign was launched: 

“America: Open for Business”—with its accompanying image of the American flag as a 
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shopping bag.10 

 

On July 1 (Canada Day), 2010, in response to Canada’s popular, public and “differential” 

expressions of grief related to Afghan war casualties, I began Impact Afghanistan War, a 

memorial project in which I fall 100 times a day in a public space for one year—each fall in 

recognition of an Afghani death. Impact is an embodied investigation of the space between “Us” 

and “Other,” between individual and social grief, between personal ritual and public protest, and 

between art and politics. It is a sustained inquiry into the significance of the affective and 

publicly situated body in the performance and production of social empathy and into the role of 

public mourning practices in the construction of narratives of death related to militarism and war.  

In Frames of War (2010) Judith Butler argues that the selective “framing” or “carving up [of] 

experience [is] essential to the conduct of war” (26). Butler extends Althusser’s notion of the 

multiple modalities of materiality, suggesting that “frames of war” operate not merely as 

precursors to, and commentary on, war but as “material instrumentalities of violence” (xiii). 

Popular support of military actions is often predicated on the framing of “enemy” populations 

such that they are cast outside of what is considered the normal realm of “human” values into an 

otherness that is consequently outside of the range of our compassion and empathy (2003; 22). 

At its most overt this “derealization” is evident in the demonization of “the enemy” which 

provides governments, armies and individual soldiers with the justification to wage war. 

However, Butler also argues that derealization functions on a broader social scale by placing 

entire populations outside of the range of our collective grief thereby facilitating a large-scale 

empathetic detachment from the results of our nation’s military actions. A primary mechanism 
                                         
10 The “America: Open for Business” campaign originated in San Francisco and was quickly adopted by cities 
nation wide. San Francisco Chamber of Commerce, September 2, 2011 [online], 
http://www.sfvirtualshop.com/mayor_brown.htm.  
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through which this derealization operates in the social sphere is through the “differential 

allocation of grief”� wherein “grievable humans”� are allotted institutionally supported venues for 

“celebrated public grieving” while there is a corresponding “prohibition on the public grieving of 

other’s lives” (25): 

[T]he frame is always throwing something away, always keeping something out, 

always de-realizing and de-legitimating alternative versions of reality, discarded 

negatives of the official version. . . . In this sense the frame seeks to institute an 

interdiction on mourning: there is no destruction, and there is no loss. Even as the 

frames are actively engaged in redoubling the destruction of war, they are only 

polishing the surface of a melancholia whose rage must be contained, and often 

cannot (2010, xiii).11 

 

Blog entry: Impact Afghanistan War, November 11 (Remembrance Day), 2010 

As I fell in Queen's Park today a soldier stood at attention about 50 meters in front of me. 

After each fall, I rose and we stood facing one another.  

One hundred times.  

He was too far away for me to make out his face but he looked young. Young and fragile. 

After I completed my falls I stayed to witness the 21-gun salute: The soldiers at attention. The 

order to fire passed down a chain of command. The cannon’s explosive roar. The smoke.  

Twenty-one times.  

 
                                         
11 Similarly, in her analysis of the role of spectacle in Argentina’s “Dirty War,” Diana Taylor argues that the media’s 
rendering of some things as visible and others as invisible (or disappeared) helped to produce a “percepticide” 
wherein the general population blinded themselves to atrocities they bore witness to daily during the military 
dictatorship (1997). 
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Replete with symbols of nationalism, the Highway of Heroes memorials, like the 

Remembrance Day Ceremony I attended, are part of a larger Canadian military cultural memory 

project that is produced not through a simple top down propaganda mechanism, but rather, 

through a complex network of organizational and institutional stakeholders that have become 

adept at using popular media (Fremeth 2010, 53). More than simply compilations of particular 

historical narratives, military memory projects have their own poetics constructed of signs, 

symbols and gestures. At the Highway of Heroes memorials flags abound. They’re draped over 

freeway overpasses, flown on fire-engine ladders, held aloft by veterans, waved and held abreast 

by civilians. As the motorcade bearing the bodies of the dead, their families and their military 

escort pass uniformed personnel—military, police, fire and rescue workers—stand at attention 

and salute. Un-uniformed citizens mimic the militaristic gestures. Some salute. Others choose the 

more “civilian” but equally patriotic and nationalist display of placing hand over heart. Grief, as 

affective fuel, generates a communal and public pledge to nation, a pledge whose performance 

extends far beyond the temporal and corporeal boundaries of the memorial event through its 

representation and re-representation in both mainstream and “grassroots” social media. 

Citizen participation in militarized memorials is largely one of a ritualized enactment of 

silence. The physical props—the flag, the cannon, the poppy,12 the yellow ribbon—signify not 

only remembrance and the honouring of the dead, but also, the message that this is not the time 

                                         
12 The poppy, a symbol of Remembrance throughout the Commonwealth nations (and to a lesser degree in the U.S.) 
since shortly after WWI, has a particularly poignant meaning for Canadians. World War I Canadian Medical 
Officer, John McCrae’s poem to commemorate the huge loss of soldier’s lives during the First World War opens 
with the words “In Flanders fields the poppies blow.” Canadians suffered especially heavy losses in WWI—out of a 
population of 7. 5 million, close to 70,000 died on the battlefield and another 140,000 were wounded (Royal 
Canadian Legion, “Teachers Guide” August 29, 2011 [online] 
http://www.legion.ca/_PDF/Teachers/T_GUIDE_E.pdf). For generations, the memorization and recitation of “In 
Flanders Fields” has been standard fare in Canadian schools. Today, curriculum about Canadian military history, the 
meaning of the poppy other military commemoration ceremonies, as well as suggested lessons and activities are 
disseminated through “Teachers Guides” produced by both the Royal Canadian Legion and Veterans Affairs 
Canada.  
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or place to debate foreign policy, to voice dissent or to question the geopolitical conditions that 

resulted in the loss of the military personnel being mourned (McCready 2010). Whereas the 

military has its own internal set of rituals and practices designed to transform recruits into battle-

ready warriors, military memory projects act as a way of creating a kind of “civilian soldier”: We 

stand at attention. We adhere to the rules of engagement—even if only temporally.13 Through 

participation in the Highway of Heroes popular repatriation memorials, or Remembrance Day 

ceremonies, through the wearing of poppies (or our silence in the face of their prolific seasonal 

blossoming on jacket and coat lapels) we are temporarily interpellated as “civilian soldiers” (Orr 

2004, 452). 

While civilian participants of the Highway of Heroes memorials perform their ritualized 

enactment of patriotic silence, it is military and state officials who shape the narratives that 

attribute meaning to the deaths:  

"The relentless commitment of Cpl. Scherrer and other brave Canadians in 

Afghanistan is a source of pride to all Canadians." (Prime Minister Steven Harper 

on the death of Corporal Yannick Scherrer).14 

"Our Canadian Forces members … face an enemy that will go to any length to try 

to undermine any progress made. The courage demonstrated by Pte. Todd speaks 

                                         
13 In Panic Diaries: A Genealogy of Panic Disorder (2006) and “The Militarization of Inner Space” (2004) Jackie 
Orr traces the history of contemporary U.S. government’s manipulation insecurity and terror as a means of 
militarizing the civilian psychology and calling into being the “civilian soldier.” Likewise, in “Fear (The Spectrum 
Said)” (2005) and “The Future Birth of the Affective Fact: The Political Ontology of Threat” (2010) Brian Massumi 
argues that the modulation of fear through its production as an “affective fact” has become an increasingly pervasive 
and instrumentalized political tactic in post-9/11 US.  
14 CBC News/World, March 27, 2011 [online] http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/story/2011/03/27/afghanistan-
soldier.html. 
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volumes to his dedication to our country and to this mission" (Defence Minister 

Peter MacKay on the death of Private Tyler William Todd).15 

 

"The bravery and remarkable commitment of Canadians like Sapper Collier are 

bringing safety and stability to the people of Afghanistan . . . Every day, their 

dedication and work protect our interests and values here at home and around the 

world. Sapper Collier's sacrifice will not be forgotten (Prime Minister Steven 

Harper on the death of Sapper Brian Collier)."16 

The Highway of Heroes spectacular and highly mediatized public memorials, together with 

these unproblematized narratives of heroism and benevolent militarism, and the absence of any 

recognition of Afghani causalities provide a “frame” through which Canadians, as citizens, 

apprehend (and participate in) the War in Afghanistan. What is inside the frame—Canada’s 

heroic and willingly self-sacrificing military dead—is made visible while what is outside of the 

frame—Afghani dead and any culpability on the part of the Canadian military (and the Canadian 

public) in their deaths—is left unseen and therefore rendered inapprehensible. Through our 

acquiescence to the unspoken rules of engagement, rules that determine who and how we should 

mourn—silently and with an unquestioning patriotic pride—we ritualistically enlist. 

As a framing mechanism, the Highway of Heroes memorials with their militarized poetics 

serves several interrelated functions: They are a mechanism through which expressions of loss 

for Canadian military casualties are affectively linked with, and channeled into, nationalist 

narratives of heroism. By extension, through “the affirm[ation] and exalt[ation of] certain 

                                         
15 CBC News/World, April 11, 2010 [online] http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/story/2010/04/11/afghanistan-
canadian.html.  
16 CBC News/World, July 20, 2010 [online] http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/story/2010/07/20/afghanistan-cdn-
soldier-killed.html. 
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preferred national subjects: the masculinized, normative and morally unimpeachable young men 

(and to a lesser extent, women) whose sacrifice is not only the salvation of the national character, 

but retrospectively has become its foundation and guarantor” they silence public debate and 

opposition to the war (McCready 2010, 34).17 And finally, through the provision of an 

institutionally supported venue for the “celebrated public grieving” of those—Canadian military 

personal—who are rendered “grievable humans” they produce a corresponding “prohibition on 

the public grieving of others’ [Afghani] lives” (Butler 2006, 37).  

Butler suggests that a more “egalitarian mourning” that insists on the grievability of all lives, 

a mourning that is based on the recognition that vulnerability is a primary (and shared) condition 

of life, could facilitate “an ethics of non-violence and a politics of a more radical redistribution 

of humanizing effects” (Butler 2003, 9). Writing in the context of the U.S. she argues, however, 

that such mourning would destroy national self-perception and require that “the notion of the 

world itself as a sovereign entitlement of the United States must be given up, lost, and mourned, 

as narcissistic and grandiose fantasies must be lost and mourned” (2006, 40).  

Extending Butler’s analysis north of the border, one can imagine that if Canadians were to 

adopt a more egalitarian approach to grieving Afghan war deaths the collective identity we 

would have to give up and mourn is the (perhaps less narcissistic but equally grandiose) notion 

of ourselves as benevolent global peacekeepers, an identity historically and institutionally 

grounded the leadership role played by Canada’s (then) Minister of Foreign Affairs, Lester B. 

Pearson, in the 1956 founding the first United Nations (UN) peacekeeping force in response to 

                                         
17 While McCready is referring to the migration of the U.S.’s popular Yellow Ribbon Campaign to Canada as a 
reflection of a larger trend towards the increased militarization of Canadian culture, throughout his essay he extends 
his argument to other aspects of Canada’s military memory project including the Highway of Heroes memorials and 
Remembrance Day ceremonies.  
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the crises in the Suez Canal.18 Emergent Canadian Studies and Defense and Foreign Affairs 

scholars concur, however, that Canada’s contemporary military agenda bears little resemblance 

its historical peacekeeping mandate (Berland and Fitzpatrick, 2010; Fremeth, 2010; Coulon and 

Liégeois, 2010). Whereas Pearson helped shape prerequisites for early UN peacekeeping 

operations which included such conditions as a “cease-fire agreement; consent of the parties; 

impartiality of the Force; use of force strictly limited to self-defense; and executive responsibility 

of the Security General” (Coulon and Liégeois, 3), today, “Canadian governments have preferred 

to commit Canada to military interventions outside the UN structure, and in the particular case of 

Afghanistan, in a counter-insurgency mission” (50). 

Fremeth (2010) notes that corresponding to Canada’s shift away from its self-defined 

military role as “peacemakers,” to its current combat role in the U.S.-led war in Afghanistan, 

there has also been a more generalized and pervasive trend towards the militarization of 

Canadian culture. Fremeth suggests that a major contributing factor in facilitating this shift as 

been the significant increase in institutional and fiscal support for the expansion of Canadian 

military memory projects over the past decade. Through the simultaneous triggering and 

channeling of affect associated with the grief related to Canada’s past and present military 

casualties into narratives of heroism, sacrifice and benevolent military intervention, these 

expanded military memory projects mask Canada’s participation in “an imperial war of 

aggression, retribution and resource control” by “furnishing Canada with a sense of national 

innocence” (McCready, 2010 39). 19    

                                         
18 Pearson was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1957 for his role in the “creation of a ‘Blue Helmet’ force to 
follow through with the settlement of the Suez Canal” (Coulon and Liégeois, 2010: v) and went on to serve as 
Canada’s 14th Prime Minister, from 1963 to 1968.  
19 The discourse of Canada’s military’s engagement in Afghanistan as an act of humanitarianism is disseminated 
through official communications by the Canadian Government and the Department of National Defence (DND): The 
Government of Canada’s Website outlining “Canada’s Engagement in Afghanistan” lists as Canada’s four priorities, 



Author’s original manuscript of article published in FRAKCIJA Issue 58-59, 2012. 

 12 

Brian Massumi (2005) explains that the effective modulation of affect is achieved through its 

bifurcation, the splitting off of the emotional and phenomenological experience from cognitive 

or critical interpretation. Through the rendering of “affective experience” as subjective  (private) 

it becomes separated from the political (public) and ideological process of producing rationalized 

narratives of nationalism with their accompanying military and foreign policy agendas. Whereas, 

in Massumi’s example of the U.S. Homeland Security’s color-coded terror alert system, fear is 

the “affective fact” through which the narrative for the necessity of a “war on terror” is 

produced, in the case of Canada’s memorial memory projects, grief becomes the affective fact 

through which narratives of humanitarian militarism are manufactured and maintained.20 

The work of feminist scholars Nadia C. Seremetakis, Gail Holst-Warhaft and Jenny Hockey 

illuminate the long and gendered history that underpins the affective bifurcation of grief into 

public and private domains throughout the contemporary West.21 They note that not only were 

women historically the primary mediators of community-based mourning rituals in most Western 

pre-industrial communities, but also, that women’s lament operated as “an empowering poetics 

of the periphery” a space through which the “event of death” provided women with an 

opportunity to comment on and influence their social world (Seremetakis 1991, 1). Skilled 

lamenters performed and conducted structured and collectivized improvisations that incorporated 

                                                                                                                                   
“(1) investing in the future of Afghan children and youth through development programming in education and 
health; (2) advancing security, the rule of law and human rights, through the provision of up to 950 CF trainers, 
support personnel, and approximately 45 Canadian civilian police to help train Afghan National Security Forces; (3) 
promoting regional diplomacy; and (4) helping deliver humanitarian assistance” 
(http://www.afghanistan.gc.ca/canada-afghanistan/index.aspx?lang=eng).  
20 Also see Jackie Orr (2006, 2004) for an analysis of U.S. state and military’s manipulation of fear as a mechanism 
for the interpolation of the “citizen soldier.”   
21 The notion of “the West” is problematic in many ways including (1) its historical (and biased) function as the 
signifier of “culture” and “western civilization” as positioned against the “Orient” and the “uncivilized other” and, 
(2) its invisibilization and homogenization of the plurality of identity within and throughout “the West.” My use of 
the term is not intended to deny these problematics. Rather, by focusing on how the dominant (and dominating) 
culture has constructed notions of death and mourning, my intent is to examine how (and why) certain practices of 
mourning have come to be normalized while “others” have become marginalized or altogether disappeared. 
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elements of sound, poetry and affective performance to channel the powerful emotions 

associated with death and to assist the bereaved in communicating their overwhelming and often 

“inarticulate grief” (2000, 4). 

Hockey notes that throughout the contemporary West, however, while cultural 

representations of grief (images and narratives) commonly associate grief’s emotional expression 

with women, it is men who are more closely associated with the event of death through its 

narration and professional mediation. This gendering of the private/public, affective/cognitive 

bifurcation of mourning is evident in the media reports of Canadian military casualties in 

Afghanistan where it is predominantly male (military and state) spokespeople who are quoted, 

and therefore, who shape the public meaning-making narrative surrounding the deceased and the 

circumstances of their death, while the media images of emotional expressions of loss that 

affectively bolster these narratives are most often of those women—the wives, mothers or 

“girlfriends” of deceased soldiers.  

Interdicts against community mourning rituals in the West began as early as the sixth century 

B.C.E. when laws introduced by Solon in the city-states of Greece restricted the practice of 

“lamenting the dead” to those directly related to the deceased (Holst-Warhaft 2000, 34). Holst-

Warhaft suggests that because of its focus on grief and loss women’s lament interfered with the 

state’s ability to control attitudes about the “value of death for the community or state [thus] 

making it difficult for authorities to recruit an obedient army” (1992, 3) and notes that as the 

state became increasingly involved in legislating mourning rituals the narratives associated with 

death also changed, with the emphasis moving away from loss or mourning and towards eulogy 

or the praise of the dead. Praise, especially in cases of death incurred in battle, became death’s 

public face while the emotions associated with grief and loss became relegated to the 
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increasingly isolated and privatized sphere of the nuclear family. 

Holst-Warhaft extends her historical analysis of women’s lament to an examination of 

twentieth-century uses of public mourning and lament practices as a tool for community 

resistance Holst-Warhaft demonstrates the ongoing significance of control over the public and 

affective performance of mourning. An especially inspiring example of the deployment of 

community grief as tool resistance to militarism is that of Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo, 

whose courageous and persistent public performance of grief (and rage) successfully challenged 

the Argentinean military junta’s control over narratives related to their disappeared loved ones. 

Through their weekly protests in the plaza across from Argentina’s Presidential Palace during the 

repressive military dictatorship, the Mother’s of the Plaza de Mayo disrupted the state and media 

produced “percepticide” and effectively used their grief as a vehicle to (re)frame public 

discourse and generate national and international resistance to the junta’s violent dictatorship.22 

 When I returned to Canada in 2009, after living for almost twenty years in the U.S., and 

heard about the Highway of Heroes memorials I was initially very moved. They seemed such a 

refreshing change from the Bush administration’s policy of censure. Naively, I imagined these 

“grass roots” displays of public mourning for Canada’s repatriated military personnel to be Las 

Madres-like acts of resistance to militarism and opposition to the war in Afghanistan. As I bore 

witness to the pervasive media attention and aggrandized memorialization of Canada’s military 

casualties, I was struck, however, by the singularity of the militarized narrative: Where are the 

voices of the mothers, fathers, children, lovers, friends and citizens who dissent from the 

                                         
22 Through their politically effective utilization of “Motherhood” as a symbol of resistance to brutal state repression, 
the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo have influenced numerous subsequent groups and movements who have 
employed strategically essentialist notions of “mother” or “woman” to challenge violence, militarism and war. Some 
of these movements include CoMadres, the Committee of Mothers and Relatives of Political Prisoners, Disappeared, 
and Assassinated in El Salvador; the nuclear freeze movement in Briton and the U.S.; the Sri Lankan Mother’s front 
and the former Yugoslavia’s Women’s Peace Movement (Bouvard, 1994). One of the most long-lasting and far-
reaching groups that identify the Mothers a key inspiration is Women in Black.  
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Canadian military’s narrative of the happy warriors who selflessly sacrifice their lives in acts of 

enlightened military intervention? Where are our expressions of grief and outrage? Where is the 

recognition of the Afghani dead? Where is our contemporary peripheral poetics of lament, which 

through its incorporation of affective expression with “critical interpretation” has the capacity to 

challenge militarized and media-endorsed nationalistic narratives of heroic warrior-ship?  

 

Blog entry: Impact Afghanistan War, January 6, 2011 

Yesterday, while falling at York an ambulance appeared on the horizon. It was traveling on a 

footpath and heading my way. As I fell—ninety-two, ninety-three, ninety-four—several questions 

went through my mind: Will I finish before they reach me? Will they, can they, stop me? Who 

called them?? 

By ninety-six the ambulance pulled up in front of me and alongside my stand with its 

postcards and inscribed-upon flag. A paramedic rolled down his window—ninety-seven—looked 

at the cards and the flag—ninety-eight—looked at me—ninety-nine—rolled up his window and 

the ambulance drove on. 

In the ambulance's wake I was struck by a sudden and raw surge of emotion. I wanted to cry 

out. To hurl myself to the ground. To weep, and scream with outrage: Emergency! Emergency! 

Emergency! 
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