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Abstract
Contemporary America is deeply engaged in ‘memorial mania’, a national obsession 
with issues of memory and history and an urgent, excessive desire to secure those 
issues with various forms of public commemoration. War memorials are especially 
flourishing, seen locally in small towns and larger cities, and nationally in the dedication 
of the National World War II Memorial in Washington, DC in 2004; indeed, memorials 
to World War II’s ‘greatest generation’ are especially popular. This article considers how 
and why contemporary American publics are emotionally persuaded by these new 
fronts of war memory, and by dominant tropes of militarism, imperialism and masculine 
authority. Central to this discussion are the ways in which public feelings of gratitude 
mobilize contemporary American war memory. What does it mean to say ‘thank you’ 
to the greatest generation today? Why is such gratitude being so urgently expressed 
today, some 60 years after World War II ended?
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Contemporary America is deeply engaged in ‘memorial mania’, a national obsession 
with issues of memory and history and an urgent, excessive desire to secure those 
issues with various forms of public commemoration. War memorials are especially 
fl ourishing, seen locally in small towns and larger cities, and nationally in the dedication 
of the National World War II Memorial in Washington, DC in 2004 (Figure 1). These 
new fronts of ‘war memory’ prompt this article’s focus on how, and why, contemporary 
American publics are emotionally persuaded by dominant national tropes of militarism, 
imperialism and masculine authority (Ashplant et al., 2003: 3). The recent surge of 
interest in commemorating World War II, a so-called ‘good war’ soldiered by what 
many term the ‘greatest generation’, especially informs this discussion.
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FIGURE 1(a) National World War II Memorial, overview facing the Washington 
Monument, November 2007

Photograph: © Lisa Blas.

FIGURE 1(b) National World War II Memorial, overview facing the Lincoln 
Memorial, November 2007 

Photograph: © Lisa Blas.

227-250 MSS_088388.indd   228227-250 MSS_088388.indd   228 1/18/2008   5:33:13 PM1/18/2008   5:33:13 PM
Process BlackProcess Black



 DOSS WAR, MEMORY, AND THE PUBLIC MEDIATION OF AFFECT 229

‘The notion of the monument as memorial or commemorative public event has 
witnessed a triumphal return’, cultural critic Andreas Huyssen observed in the mid-1990s. 
Refl ecting on the ‘current obsession’ with memory and what he termed a ‘memory 
boom’, Huyssen commented on the ‘surprising’ contemporary resurgence of ‘the 
monument and the memorial as major modes of aesthetic, historical, and spatial ex-
pression’ (Huyssen, 1995: 3; 1999: 191). Memorials, of course, have long been central 
to the American national narrative: the Washington Monument (dedicated in 1885), 
the Lincoln Memorial (1922), and the Vietnam Veterans Memorial (1982), like many 
other American memorials, are all symbolic markers of American national identity. The 
touristic experience of visiting them, whether as an obligatory school outing or while on 
family vacation, is a primary means of learning about – and becoming a part of – that 
identity. American memorials help to create and celebrate an imaginary national citizen: 
the representative American; the ‘good’ citizen that all citizens aspire to become. Like 
legislative intiatives that demand that English (only) be declared the offi cial national 
language, memorials help to model a ‘national affect’ of shared citizenship (Muñoz, 
2000: 69). Thus, today’s mania for memorials stems from assumptions of the funda-
mental roles they play in shaping public understandings of social order and civic unity. By 
extension, memorial mania is steeped in the experiential dynamics of today’s ‘memory 
boom’ and the particularly affective conditions of contemporary American life.

Memorials embody a ‘cultural turn’ toward public feeling, toward affective modes 
of knowledge and comprehension. Indeed, today’s memorial mania is simultaneous 
with an ‘experiential turn’ in contemporary American society (LaCapra, 2004: 3). 

Consider heightened interests in ‘experiencing’ history in the USA: in Civil War battle 
re-enactments, for example, where players dress, eat and talk like long-dead Union 
or Confederate soldiers; or in interactive museum exhibitions such as those in the 
National World War One Museum in Kansas City, where visitors participate in historical 
scenarios, ‘role play’ in specifi c battle sequences, and stand inside and see, feel and 
smell the trauma of trench warfare. Today, visceral modes of experience are regarded as 
primary vehicles of knowledge and identity acquisition. Alison Landsberg maintains that 
new forms of public cultural memory and mass technology – what she calls ‘prosthetic 
memory’ – enable anyone to personally experience the past, no matter how remote or 
distant or traumatic (Landsberg, 2004: 2). Of course, as Joan Scott argues, discourses 
of experience are both illuminating and highly problematic: they give visibility to often 
marginalized historical subjects but also buffer them from critique when ‘experience’ 
is understood as authentic, or is essentially reproduced as an epistemology of fact. The 
key, says Scott, is to ‘attend to the historical processes that, through discourse, position 
subjects and produce their experiences. It is not individuals who have experience, but 
subjects who are constituted through experience’ (Scott, 1991: 779).

Memorials are the physical, visual embodiment of public affect and as such, help to 
fabricate public subjectivity. They are, to paraphrase Ann Cvektovich, a public ‘archive of 
feelings’ which is encoded in their material forms, narrative content and ‘practices that 
surround their production and reception’ (Cvektovich, 2003: 7). And affect – Frederick 
Jameson notwithstanding – is omnipresent in contemporary America.1 Contrary to a 
Habermasian vision of a rational, collective public sphere (Habermas, 1991), in which 
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sensible citizens exchange ideas and unite in progressive action, American public life 
is marked by emotional appeals and affective conditions: consider how public feelings 
have been mobilized and manipulated in recent elections, in ongoing debates over 
abortion politics, over the right to life, over the war on terror. These affective dimen-
sions do not foreclose the possibilities of social and political transformation. But they 
do beg, as Lauren Berlant argues, for a ‘critical realm of the senses’, a critical pedagogy 
of public feelings that recognizes how and why (and which) feelings shape historical 
moments, concepts of citizenship, and understandings of self and national identity 
(Berlant, 2004: 446). Central to this discussion are the ways in which public feelings of 
gratitude mobilize and maintain contemporary American war memory.

If Memorial and Veterans Day observances faded in the post-Vietnam era – New 
York City cancelled its Memorial Day Parade in 1994 and 1995 because of public 
disinterest; Milwaukee cancelled its Veterans Day Parade in 2000 for similar reasons – 
they have roared back since 9/11. In 2004, Washington, DC held its fi rst Memorial 
Day parade in 60 years, synchronized with the unveiling of the National World War II 
Memorial. Scores of other World War II memorials – and museums – have also recently 
appeared, from the National D-Day Memorial in Bedford, Virginia (2001) to the Aleutian 
World War II National Historic Area and Visitor Center in Dutch Harbor, Alaska, which 
the National Park Service opened in 2002. The list goes on: the South Dakota World 
War II Memorial (Pierre, 2001), the New York State World War II Memorial (Albany, 
2002), the Minnesota World War II Veterans Memorial (St. Paul, 2007), the Florida 
World War II Monument (Tallahassee, 2005), the State of Maine Monument to World 
War II (Bangor, 1997), the National World War II Museum (New Orleans, 2000), the 
Richard I. Bong World War II Heritage Center (Superior, Wisconsin, 2002), the World 
War II Memorial Plaza (Des Moines, 1997), the Uniontown World War II Memorial 
(Uniontown, Pennsylvania, 2006). In Las Cruces, New Mexico, the Bataan Death March 
Memorial Monument (2002) features an annual 26.2-mile reenactment through the 
nearby deserts of the White Sands Missile Range.

Saying ‘thank you’ to the ‘greatest generation’ has obviously become a popular, and 
urgent, commemorative project in contemporary America. This urgency is animated, in 
part, by statistics showing that the nation’s World War II veterans are dying at a rate 
of over 1000 a day, and thanks must be expressed ‘before they’re all gone’. Today’s 
World War II memorials are inspired, too, by recent nostalgic movies such as Saving 
Private Ryan (1998) and Pearl Harbor (2001), and by equally nostalgic best-sellers such 
as Tom Brokaw’s The Greatest Generation (1998). Many follow the mission of the 
National World War II Memorial, which aims to honor ‘the 16 million who served in the 
armed forces of the US during World War II, the more than 400,000 who died, and 
the millions who supported the war effort from home.’2 Likewise, most are guided by 
assumptions that these millions have never before been properly, or ‘offi cially,’ honored 
in America. ‘They honored Vietnam. They honored everyone else but World War II’, 
stated one Navy veteran at the dedication of the National World War II Memorial. ‘So 
I thought we deserved something.’ Or as another veteran remarked: ‘It’s about time 
that memorial came into being. Finally, those who fought in World War II will be 
recognized’ (Levine, 2004; Ward, 2004).
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World War II was, of course, ‘recognized’ and ‘honored’ in post-war America: im-
mediately and profusely, locally and nationally. The war’s copious matériel became 
the stuff of countless memorials: battleships and submarines were saved from scrap 
piles and turned into tourist attractions; Hellcats and Helldivers were refurbished and 
re-staged in mock battles at air shows; thousands of American towns obtained tanks, 
rockets, B-17 bombers, and other iconic examples of World War II weaponry and put 
them on display in city halls, public parks and American Legion headquarters. In 1945, 
less than a month after the surrender of Japan, the National Park Service developed 
plans for an Atomic Bomb National Monument in New Mexico; in 1946, Congress 
authorized a National Air Museum to commemorate the war’s strategic reliance 
on airpower (Piehler, 1995: 141–3).3 Just after the war ended, the American Battle 
Monuments Commission (ABMC), a group authorized by Congress in 1923 to com-
memorate US soldiers overseas, began constructing 14 military cemeteries in Europe, 
the Philippines and Hawaii: immense, costly and meticulously landscaped burial grounds 
embellished with chapels and statues. The ABMC also built two World War II monu-
ments in the continental USA: the West Coast Memorial (San Francisco, 1960) and 
the East Coast Memorial (New York, 1963), each commemorating servicemen killed in 
Atlantic and Pacifi c waters (Mayo, 1988: 100–9; Cobb, 2000: 52–65). America’s World 
War II soldiers were similarly honored in major national monuments, most notably 
the USS Arizona National Memorial (authorized in 1958, dedicated in Pearl Harbor in 
1962), and the US Marine Corps War Memorial (authorized by Congress in 1946, de-
dicated in Arlington National Cemetery in 1954).

‘The memory of war’, Susan Sontag (2003: 35) argued, ‘is mostly local’, and most 
post-war Americans chose to remember World War II with ‘living memorials’, with 
nativist forms of commemoration that paid tribute to the nation’s soldier dead on 
utilitarian terms (Shanken, 2002: 130–47). ‘Rather than overpopulate their parks with 
bad statuary’, observed one Coronet writer in 1945, ‘many communities are planning 
new kinds of war memorials – for the living’ (Stern, 1945: 12). A 1948 survey of 740 
US Chambers of Commerce revealed that 265 communities had built or were planning 
to build World War II memorials following the living memorial model, including 42 
auditoriums, 29 parks, 20 stadiums, 19 hospitals and a variety of airports, art centers, 
libraries, museums and recreation centers (Stevenson, 1946: 1; Anonymous, 1948: 
99–100). ‘The whole country became, in a sense, a living memorial to World War II’, 
notes Kristin Hass, explaining how building projects deferred by the Great Depression 
and the World War II – highways, bridges, auditoriums – were realized in the later 
1940s and 1950s as functional and symbolic testimonials to why the war was fought 
(Hass, 1998: 58).

As witnessed in the profusion of local, national and living memorials that were raised 
in the immediate post-war era, World War II was clearly commemorated – ’recognized’ 
and ‘honored’ – in America. Yet in 1993, Congress authorized the National World War 
II Memorial. In today’s America, the memory work performed by the nation’s original 
World War II memorials is no longer considered adequate, or even recalled. Mistaken 
assumptions of national ingratitude after the war, along with contemporary feelings of 
indebtedness and deep and abiding anxieties about more recent wars, drive much of 
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today’s mania to memorialize the ‘good war’ and the ‘greatest generation’. But what 
does it mean to say ‘thank you’ to the ‘greatest generation’? What are the psycho-
logical conditions and political obligations of such gratitude? And why is such gratitude 
being so urgently expressed today, some 60 years after World War II ended?

GRATITUDE’S MEMORIAL

In 1987, Ohio congresswoman Marcy Kaptur introduced a bill to create the National 
World War II Memorial, apparently prompted by an elderly veteran who wanted to 
know why there was ‘no monument honoring’, as he put it, ‘the greatest confl ict’ of 
the 20th century (Shea, 2001: 27). Congressional approval was secured and a fund-
raising campaign was organized that emphasized the imperative of national gratitude. 
‘It’s time to say thank you’, said Saving Private Ryan star Tom Hanks in numerous 
public service ads soliciting funds for the massive 7.4-acre, $182 million monument. 
‘It’s the right time. It’s the right place. Help say “thank you” to the World War II gen-
eration’, echoed The History Channel, working in tandem with the National World War 
II Memorial Campaign and its chairman, former senator Bob Dole (Figure 2).

Gratitude is an act of appreciation, an expression of thankfulness. In a modern era 
of market economics and nation states, gratitude is especially understood as a funda-
mental condition of the social contract, an important agent in social goodwill and 
civil order. Gratitude is thus perceived within relationships of reciprocity: of benefi ts 

FIGURE 2 National World War II Memorial, detail of interior plaza, November 2007

Photograph: © Lisa Blas.
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given and received. As Adam Smith explained in The Theory of Moral Sentiments 
(1976[1759]), feelings of gratitude are crucial to the operation of stable modern, and 
moral, societies. Gratitude is, then, rarely altruistic. Rather, expressions and acts of grati-
tude are motivational and inspirational: thanks are given in anticipation of benefi ts, and 
mutual giving presumably reinforces social cohesion and goodwill. Concomitant with 
assumptions, or expectations, of reciprocity are questions of obligation and power: of 
the duties and abuses of gratitude. Indeed, some political theorists argue that gratitude 
is a problematic source of duty and obligation, primarily because it is too vague and too 
coercive. Forced virtue, in other words, is inauthentic and despotic: thanks should be 
expressed because one can express them, not because one is expected – or required – 
to do so (Simmons, 1979: 157–180; Klosko, 1991: 33–48; Buck, 2004: 101, 106).

Notwithstanding these philosophical and political concerns, public expressions 
of thanks have been consistent throughout American history, from the mythic ‘First 
Thanksgiving’ of 1621 when Pilgrims and Wampanoag Indians feasted together, to 
the ‘Day of Public Thanksgiving’ declared in 1676 following the Puritan defeat of the 
Wampanoag in the bloody King Philip’s War (Hall, 1989: 172). In September 1741, a 
‘Day of Thanksgiving’ was declared in New York City after the end of an apparent slave 
uprising (Lepore, 2005: 211). In December 1777, George Washington proclaimed a 
‘Day of Thanksgiving’ to celebrate the Continental Army’s defeat of the British at the 
Battle of Saratoga. Such special days were ‘solidarity rituals’, designed to ‘celebrate 
and rectify the society’s relationship with God, to defi ne and legitimate their social and 
political order, and to control internal confl ict’ (Gildrie, 1982: 3–4). In 1863, in the midst 
of the Civil War, Abraham Lincoln established the national holiday of Thanksgiving to 
honor all ‘sufferers in the lamentable civil strife’ and to cultivate sectional recon-
ciliation (Dennis, 2002: 87).

Giving thanks in America, in other words, is historically associated with notions 
of social consensus and understandings of political obligation. Likewise, national ex-
pressions of thanksgiving have typically followed outbreaks of confl ict and episodes 
of war. Grounded in gratitude, the National World War II Memorial continues this 
tradition. One of the numerous inscriptions carved onto its weighty granite blocks, for 
example, features these words from President Harry Truman: ‘Our debt to the heroic 
men and valiant women in the service of our country can never be repaid. They have 
earned our undying gratitude. America will never forget their sacrifi ces.’

Solicitations of gratitude – of saying ‘thank you to the World War II generation’ with 
money – generated impressive buy-in for the memorial. More than $197 million was 
raised from corporations and foundations ($14 million from Wal-Mart, more than $2 
million each from Federal Express and the Lilly Endowment), veterans organizations 
(the Veterans of Foreign Wars donated $6 million, the American Legion $4.5 million), 
various civic and fraternal clubs ($2 million from the National Funeral Directors 
Association, $500,000 from the Knights of Columbus), public schools ($859,000), 
and the federal government ($16 million). In 1999, the year that Tom Hanks’s ‘thank 
you’ ads fi rst ran, memorial fund-raising took in more than $42 million. Objections to 
such obligation were met with accusations of ingratitude: one CEO who questioned 
why his company should fi nancially support the memorial was bullied by Bob Dole: 
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‘Well, World War II didn’t fi t my plans or sixteen million other plans, but because we 
were there, you’re making a lot of money’ (Mills, 2004: 168–9, 190–1). Congressional 
management of the memorial was similarly strong-armed: when faced with gaining 
public and legal protests regarding its design and its prime location on the national 
mall, Congress hurriedly voted 400–15 to silence all further opposition, and President 
Bush signed the memorial into law fi ve days later, on Memorial Day, 2001.4 Saying ‘no 
thank you’ to the ‘greatest generation’ was not an option.

As per the reciprocity theory of gratitude, the benefi t received from these expres-
sions of fi scal gratitude was the National World War II Memorial, designed by architect 
Friedrich St. Florian. In 1996, some 408 entries were submitted in a hastily conducted 
(and repeatedly revised) competition organized by the ABMC. At the unveiling of 
St. Florian’s winning design at the White House in 1997, during which Bob Dole was 
awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom, President Bill Clinton remarked that he 
found the model for the new memorial ‘very impressive.’ He added:

The World War II Memorial will commemorate one of the great defi ning passages in 
our Nation’s history. Fittingly, it will be fl anked by the Washington Monument and 
the Lincoln Memorial. For if the Revolutionary War marks the birth of our republic, 
and the Civil War its greatest trial, then surely America’s triumph in World War II will 
forever signal our coming of age ... This memorial will stand as a lasting tribute to 
what Americans can achieve when they work together (Clinton, 1997).5

Clinton’s comments evoke a nation forged by war and military triumphalism: war 
is celebrated as America’s ‘defi ning’ identity; its unifying dynamics are held as the 
nation’s most illustrious and ‘lasting’ accomplishment. Deliberately wedged between 
two other national monuments, both redefi ned – and reduced – as war memorials, the 
National World War II Memorial serves to reinforce assumptions of America’s historic 
and habitual militarism.

The space that it occupies is on the national mall, and more importantly, on the 
mall’s central axis. This space is the most symbolic real estate in America, variously de-
scribed as ‘the single most important public space in the country’, ‘our most sacred 
space’, and ‘the nation’s spiritual town square’ (Bednar, 2006: 72; Ellis, 1997; Newman, 
2001). In the post-war era alone, it has been the site of innumerable public gatherings 
and peaceful protests, from the 1963 March on Washington, where the Reverend 
Martin Luther King, Jr. made his ‘I Have a Dream’ speech, to rallies against the Vietnam 
War, to the display in the 1980s and 1990s of the NAMES Project AIDS Quilt, the 
gigantic tapestry ‘memorial’ to the victims of AIDS. Now this nationally symbolic space 
is dominated by the National World War II Memorial, a sprawling project managed 
by the National Park Service.

The memorial is primarily a huge stone plaza, ceremonially framed by two 70-foot 
fl agpoles whose hexagon-shaped bronze bases are decorated with the military service 
seals of the US Army, Navy, Marine Corps, Army Air Forces, Coast Guard, and Merchant 
Marine. It is ceremonially entered on 17th Street through two 150-foot stone walk-
ways framed by balustrades, the one on the north side – the side closest to the White 
House – inscribed with the words ‘World War II Memorial/George W. Bush/President 
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of the United States’ and the names of the design architect and ABMC. The granite 
walls are decorated with 24 small bronze bas relief panels depicting the ‘all-out mobil-
ization of America’s agricultural, industrial, and military and human resources’ during 
the war. Designed by sculptor Raymond Kaskey, each bas relief is based on a montage 
of photographs from the Offi ce of War Information and on drawings of re-enactors 
dressed in World War II uniforms. As Kaskey explains, ‘The whole idea behind this was 
not to tell the story of World War II but to depict the transformation of America caused 
by World War II’ (Gurney, 2004: 100). Cluttered and hard to read, the recessed panels 
are unaccompanied by captions or inscriptions. Still, they feature the only fi gurative 
elements in the entire memorial, and some visitors try to decipher their narrative before 
walking any further into the grandiose stone plaza.

The interior of the memorial is an immense stone crater, larger than a football 
fi eld. It is partially fi lled by the Rainbow Pool, an oblong pool outfi tted with towering 
geysers at each end and framed by a ring of water jets that refl ect and refract the light 
(hence the name). It is fl anked by 43-foot tall granite arches: one representing victory 
in the Atlantic theater, the other in the Pacifi c (Figure 3). Each arch contains a bronze 
baldacchino – a ceremonial canopy – composed of a 2-!-ton, 10-foot-wide bronze 
victory laurel held aloft by a fl owing ribbon clutched in the beaks of four gigantic 
bronze eagles (Figure 4). Inlaid on the fl oor of each victory arch is a bronze replica of 

FIGURE 3 National World War II Memorial, Pacifi c Arch, May 2004

Photograph: Erika Doss.
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the World War II Victory Medal (depicting a stylized female fi gure subduing Mars, the 
Roman god of war) and the words ‘Victory on Land’, ‘Victory at Sea’, and ‘Victory in 
the Air’. Each arch also features a small balcony overlooking the memorial, at the base 
of which are tiered fountains and crescent-shaped pools inscribed with the names of 
battles particular to each hemispherical theater of war.

Linking the two triumphal arches and surrounding the 338-foot-long plaza is a 
semi-circular colonnade of 56 granite stelae, each 17-feet tall, representing the 48 
states, the District of Columbia, and the seven US territories that comprised the nation 
during World War II. Their order follows the entrance of each state into the union, 
hence Michigan stands next to Texas, West Virginia next to Nebraska; the territories are 
grouped together near the Pacifi c arch. Each stone pillar is draped with bronze wreaths 
whose designs alternate between oak leaves (traditional western symbols of military 
strength and endurance) and wheat spears (agricultural abundance and power); each 
stele is connected to the next by a thick bronze rope ‘that reinforces the idea of the 
states and territories closing ranks and binding the nation together’ (Grooms, 2004: 
25). Obviously beholden to the architectural currency of Greco-Roman classicism, 
St. Florian explains that he designed the National World War II Memorial as a ‘timeless 
Olympus ... where America can fi nd its roots’ (St. Florian, 2004).

At the center of the plaza, on the side nearest the Lincoln Memorial, is a 
commemorative area called the ‘Sacred Precinct’, which features ‘Freedom Wall’, an 

FIGURE 4 National World War II Memorial, bronze baldocchino, May 2004

Photograph: Erika Doss.
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eight-foot tall, 85-foot long curvilinear stone cenotaph fl anked by waterfalls and de-
corated with 4048 gold stars, one for every 100 American soldiers who died in military 
service during the war (Figure 5). Rather than individually naming the nation’s 405,973 
soldier dead, the National World War II Memorial collapses them into an anonymous 
patriotic mass. The stars, of course, reference the popular homefront ritual of displaying 
a gold star in a living room window or on a front door to designate a family’s military 
loss – and thereby foster faith in blood sacrifi ce for the nation. In this regard, Freedom 
Wall resembles ‘Memorial Wall’ at the headquarters of the Central Intelligence Agency 
(Langley, Virginia), which features a fi eld of black stars chiseled into white marble 
and framed by the inscription ‘In honor of those members of the Central Intelligence 
Agency who gave their lives in the service of their country.’6 The inscription in front of 
Freedom Wall similarly honors the unnamed dead of World War II with the pat phrase: 
‘Here we mark the price of freedom.’

The memorial is sprinkled throughout with words that evoke the collective patri-
otism of its subject (the anonymous ‘they’ of the ‘greatest generation’) and its audience 
(‘we’). Read together, they designate the sacrifi cial national body. An enormous 
‘Announcement Stone’ at the memorial’s entrance, for example, a 12-foot wide slab of 
cantilevered granite, reads:

Here in the presence of Washington and Lincoln, one the eighteenth century father 
and the other the nineteenth century preserver of our nation, we honor those 
twentieth century Americans who took up the struggle during the Second World 
War and made the sacrifi ces to perpetuate the gift our forefathers entrusted to us: 
a nation conceived in liberty and justice.

FIGURE 5 National World War II Memorial, Freedom Wall, September 2006

Photograph: Erika Doss.
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Other inscriptions – 18 in all, scattered over different locations – feature phrases such 
as ‘they fought together’, ‘we are determined’ and ‘the eyes of the world are upon 
you’. Engraved in a commanding and familiar font that is ‘just a little bit blocky, like Life 
magazine’, explains stone carver Nicholas Benson, because ‘here at home, World War 
II was pretty much seen through Life’, these words are fundamental to the memorial’s 
focus on collective effort and national unity (Doss, 2001; Freeman, 2004: 112). Yet they 
are the words of ‘great men’ such as General Dwight D. Eisenhower, General Douglas 
MacArthur, General George C. Marshall, Admiral Chester Nimitz, President Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt and President Harry Truman (and one woman, Colonel Oveta Culp 
Hobby), and their carved quotes are distinguished by their names. Their words direct 
the National World War II Memorial’s display of national unity; their names are read and 
remembered by visitors. The war’s nameless and voiceless soldier dead, by contrast, are 
lumped together on an unlettered wall and reduced to a monolithic national body of 
golden stars. As one journalist observes, visitors are ‘given no explanation of the awful 
math behind the fl ashy display’ (Broder, 2004: A-31).7

Indeed, audiences struggle for meaning inside the National World War II Memorial’s 
vast stone expanse. Few possess the classical vocabulary to decipher the symbology of 
oak leaves and laurel wreaths; few equate the gold stars with soldier dead; few know 
that the named pillars are arranged in order of national membership. Some study the 
small bas-reliefs, searching for narrative clues in their untitled vignettes. Some stop at 
the Visitor Information Station on nearby Home Front Drive, where the National Park 
Service distributes brochures and houses touch-screen computers linked to a database 
with the names of World War II veterans. Some pose for pictures in front of the pillars, 
fi nding some level of identity in the names of their home states. Some search for the 
memorial’s single bit of whimsy: a tiny ‘Kilroy was here’ graffi ti etched on its back 
wall. Some splash in the water, or toss Roosevelt dimes into the fountains – despite 
numerous small wooden signs that state: ‘Please respect the memorial. No wading, 
No coins.’

The National Park Service (NPS) does not allow visitors to leave gifts and offerings, 
either, as they do at the nearby Vietnam Veterans Memorial. This memorial ‘doesn’t need 
stuff,’ explains the NPS site superintendent, because it provides a ‘complete record’ of 
World War II in and of itself (Hass, 2005). Still, some visitors contest that assumption 
and leave things that are occasionally found tucked into the narrow crevices of the 
memorial’s granite blocks: small black and white photos of soldier dead, medals, letters, 
poems, coins (Figure 6). Likewise, some leave fl oral wreaths in front of Freedom Wall. 
Informed by popular affective practices of grief and gift-giving at other contemporary 
American memorials, some visitors search for ways to physically mark and understand 
their personal experiences at this one (Doss, 2006).

Most, however, seem simultaneously overwhelmed and unimpressed by the huge 
memorial. Some say it is ‘too big, too much’; others don’t say much of anything. 
While stone benches offer some respite, most visitors walk hurriedly through this 
memorial: glancing at its carved wartime homilies and its named pillars and gold stars, 
and then moving on, and out, of its overbearing granite plaza. It is not an inviting or 
contemplative space: despite the use of fl ecked granite to reduce glare, the sprawling 
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open-air stonework blasts white and bright. Likewise, while the Rainbow Pool’s water 
jets and the memorial’s fountains help to muffl e the sounds of nearby street traffi c and 
overhead jets, they also manufacture a kind of numbing white noise, a dull drone.

Nor is it an especially memorable or instructive memorial, one that might leave 
visitors with a sense of why World War II occurred, why more than 405,000 Americans 
died, and why this particular memorial was built. As one 14 year old told a reporter, 
the memorial ‘is really cool.’ When asked why the war was fought, he replied: ‘I don’t 
know. No idea’ (Fisher, 2004). Deemed obtuse and uninspiring and – despite its huge 
size – inconsequential by many visitors, the memorial has been blasted by critics as 
a ‘triumphal act of hubris in stone and bronze,’ as ‘bland and backward-looking,’ as 
‘purest banality’ (Gopnik, 2004; Knight, 2004; Lacayo, 2004). The National World War II 
Memorial, in other words, is not exactly a commemorative hit.

Friedrich St. Florian predicts that its day will come:

The essence of the memorial is for future generations. What we want to tell young 
people now – and a hundred years and two hundred years from now – is that there 
was a generation of Americans that stood up and defended our ideals and prin-
ciples when challenged. When they stand in front of that fi eld of stars, we want 
them to shiver and say, ‘If that happens again, I will do the same thing’ (Grooms, 
2004: 80).

Speakers at the memorial’s dedication – held on Memorial Day 2004, televised on 
C-Span and The History Channel, titled Tribute to a Generation and attended by a 
crowd of 100,000 – also addressed its futurist agenda. Bob Dole intoned that it was 

FIGURE 6 National World War II Memorial, left on Michigan State pillar, May 2004

Photograph: Erika Doss.
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‘only fi tting’ that the National World War II Memorial’s earliest visitors were school 
children, for ‘in the end, they are the ones for whom we built this shrine and to whom 
we now hand the baton’. Speaker after speaker – Tom Brokaw, Tom Hanks, Frederick 
W. Smith (CEO of Federal Express), President George W. Bush – gave thanks to the 
‘greatest generation’, with expressions of gratitude couched in expectations of reci-
procity from the nation’s future – and current – generations. Bush made this explicit in 
a statement included in the dedication ceremony’s printed program: 

Today, as we fi ght a war against terrorism, we remember our veterans’ commitment 
to our country and their legacy of patriotism. By answering the call of duty and 
risking their lives to protect their fellow citizens, these patriots continue to inspire 
all Americans.

Memorials are, of course, presentist in their aims and ambitions. However much the 
National World War II Memorial is framed as a tribute to that war’s veterans and soldier 
dead, another agenda is obviously at work. Consider its mission statement:

Symbolic of the defi ning event of the 20th Century, the memorial is a monument 
to the spirit, sacrifi ce, and commitment of the American people to the common 
defense of the nation and to the broader causes of peace and freedom from tyranny 
throughout the world. It will inspire future generations of Americans, deepening 
their appreciation of what the World War II generation accomplished in securing 
freedom and democracy. Above all, the memorial stands as an important symbol of 
American national unity, a timeless reminder of the moral strength and awesome 
power that can fl ow when a free people are at once united and bonded together 
in a common and just cause.

As this manifesto suggests, the aim of the National World War II Memorial is not simply 
to say ‘thank you’ to the ‘greatest generation’, but to dramatically reconfi gure con-
temporary understandings of national purpose and identity. Its privileged location in 
America’s capital city helps promote its cause.

IMPERIAL AMERICA

Located on the national mall’s central axis, a long green strip stretching about two 
miles from the steps of the US Capitol to those of the Lincoln Memorial, the National 
World War II Memorial occupies prime real estate. It is one of four national memorials 
along that center strip, joining the Grant Memorial (dedicated in 1920) at the east end, 
the Lincoln Memorial at the west, and the Washington Monument in the middle. And 
its celebrated purpose as a war memorial has markedly altered national and popular 
understandings of what these other centrally sited national memorials now represent. 
While the Grant Memorial – a huge sculptural ensemble featuring an equestrian statue 
of Union General Ulysses S. Grant fl anked by full-scale fi gures of artillery and cavalry 
soldiers – is obviously a Civil War memorial, the Washington Monument and the Lincoln 
Memorial have never been typically viewed as representative memorials to the nation’s 
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Revolutionary and Civil wars. Now, however, they serve as militarized monumental 
bookends to a world war deemed ‘the defi ning event of the 20th century’.

Like war memorials, war memory is shaped by presentist impulses. Many Civil War 
memorials, for example, were built in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, when the 
nation was dominated by the racism of Jim Crow and engaged in imperialist exploits 
such as the Spanish–American War. A half-century after the Civil War, monuments 
raised all over the USA explained that war as a confl ict over states rights, and banished 
the nation’s history of slavery to visual purgatory. In the South, especially, ‘standing-
soldier’ memorials became masculine recovery projects for elite white men, material 
culture manifestations of the heroic white male body which helped recuperate socially 
constructed masculine attributes such as power, strength and militarism, and thereby 
restore the white South’s lost manhood. As Kirk Savage observes, the dedication of 
the Robert E. Lee Monument in 1890 in Richmond, Virginia was a ‘brilliant effort 
to re-present white mastery in the postwar world’ (Savage, 1997: 155). Militaristic 
memorials also helped bang the drums of war and inspire patriotic fervor at a moment 
of burgeoning American imperialism, both at home as the surviving population 
of American Indians was incarcerated on federal reservations, and overseas in the 
Philippines, Cuba, Panama, Nicaragua, Haiti (which the US invaded in 1915), the 
Dominican Republic, and elsewhere.

Imperialism, militarism and hyper-masculinity are all key to the National World War II 
Memorial, with its neoclassical style, Roman Empire motifs, acres of white stone, 
multiple quotes from ‘great men,’ and blatant emphasis in both design and mission 
statement on the ‘awesome power’ of the USA. Its neoclassical architecture is seen 
all over the nation’s capital, from federal buildings (the US Capitol, the US Supreme 
Court, the National Archives) to major monuments (the Lincoln Memorial, the Jefferson 
Memorial). Neoclassicism is an elastic aesthetic – consider its appropriation at Caesars 
Palace in Las Vegas – but is typically employed to glorify its subjects. Moreover, it is 
most often used when the eminence of those subjects is generally unquestioned and 
undisputed. It was unabashedly appropriated for the National World War II Memorial 
because, today, World War II is celebrated as an intrinsically ‘good war’ of unambiguous 
virtue. As St. Florian remarked in 2001: ‘during World War II there was a high sense of 
purpose. The country had a very clear vision of its own standing, of its own morality. It 
was not an ambiguous time.’ He added: ‘The most important thing for the memorial 
was really to make it timeless. The architecture will fi t splendidly into Washington. It 
has that timeless quality that the other memorials have. The memorial plaza will be the 
most beautiful public space in our capital city’ (Keenan, 2001).

St. Florian’s appropriation of the ‘timeless’ imperial aesthetic of monumental 
Washington has not gone uncensored, but less because critics object to the memorial’s 
overtures to American Empire than to empires elsewhere, at other historical times. ‘That 
colonnade? Il Duce would have loved it,’ observed Time magazine’s Richard Lacayo, 
noting that the memorial’s ‘clean-lined take on neoclassicism’ followed the Fascist style 
‘favored by Mussolini’ (Lacayo, 2004: 22). Marc Fisher of the Washington Post simi-
larly described it as a ‘hodgepodge of cliché and Soviet-style pomposity’ (Fisher, 2004). 
Other likened its stripped-down classicism and stupendous size to the authoritarian 
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aesthetics of the Third Reich: the New Yorker’s Paul Goldberger called it ‘watered-
down Albert Speer’, referencing the monumental building projects of Hitler’s favorite 
architect (Goldberger, 2000). Paul Greenberg of the Arkansas Democrat-Gazette called 
the National World War II Memorial ‘the kind of thing the Axis might have built if 
they’d won the war’ (Greenberg, 2001). One angry World War II veteran simply stated: 
‘It looks like Hitler won the war’, and an editorial cartoon by Paul Conrad in the Los 
Angeles Times showed GIs Willie and Joe, the dogface mainstays of wartime cartoonist 
Bill Mauldin, standing inside the memorial’s imperial plaza and muttering, ‘Looks like 
an offi cers’ club ... a German offi cers’ club.’

In 2000, a group of World War II GIs formed ‘Veterans to Save the Mall’ to protest 
against the memorial. Disgruntled with its audacious design and the way it was 
‘muscled through’ Congress, they were also disheartened with its deceitful glorifi cation 
of the war and their own participation. ‘We don’t like anything as grandiose in the 
center of America’s front yard’, explained ex-Army Cpl. John Graves, the group’s co-
chairman, during a protest rally organized a day before groundbreaking ceremonies 
for the memorial. ‘I get a $175.10 check every month, and I got a really good college 
education from the GI Bill’, he added, implying that he hardly needed an ‘empty pile 
of stone’ as his legacy (Fisher, 2000). Challenging the ‘thank you’ campaign led by 
Bob Dole and Tom Hanks, Graves’s group launched its own public service ads: TV spots 
featuring Graves sternly addressing the camera and stating, ‘Some people want to 
pave over our National Mall ... to build a grandiose World War II memorial. Destroying 
our National Mall should not be our legacy.’

Other World War II veterans echoed his sentiments: ‘I’m not arrogant enough to 
think any one of us has the same right to be memorialized on this Mall as Abraham 
Lincoln or George Washington’, said one; ‘I would gladly give up my Purple Heart for 
doing away with that horrible desecration’, said another (Fisher, 2000). Invited to speak 
on a panel called ‘War Stories’, one of many events sponsored by the Smithsonian 
Institution during the dedication of the National World War II Memorial, historian 
Howard Zinn – who was a bombardier in the Army Air Corps and fl ew combat missions 
over Europe in the last months of the war – told the audience: ‘I certainly don’t want 
our government to use the triumphal excitement surrounding World War II to cover 
up the horrors now taking place in Iraq’ (Zinn, 2004: 14). Zinn’s assessment of the pre-
sentist dimensions of the National World War II Memorial is shared by other veterans: 
‘This is just a glorifi ed cheer for modern day America’, observes former serviceman 
Charles Cassel, a Washington architect and founding member of the National Coalition 
to Save Our Mall, another group formed in 2000 ‘to defend our national gathering 
place and symbol of Constitutional principles against threats posed by recent and 
ongoing proposals – for new memorials, security barriers, service buildings and roads – 
that would encroach on the Mall’s historical and cultural integrity, its open spaces 
and sweeping vistas, and its signifi cance in American public life’ (Newman, 2001). As 
Save Our Mall chairperson Judy Scott Feldman angrily testifi ed before the National 
Commission of Fine Arts, the National World War II Memorial’s ‘imperial and triumphal 
design’ was ‘unacceptably reminiscent of Fascist and Nazi regimes’ (Molotsky, 2000). 
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Ignoring such criticism, the Commission unanimously approved the memorial and its 
prime location on the national mall.

Controversy is crucial to democratic public culture’s essentially discoursive function 
(Doss, 1995). Yet few of the protests raised over the National World War II Memorial 
critiqued its specifi cally American imperial overtones, or its hyperbolic glorifi cation of 
war. Few contested the national need, or desire, for a memorial – another memorial – 
to World War II, or considered the urgency and context of these public desires in the 
early 21st century, and the current war on terror. While the memorial arguably pays 
tribute to the ‘greatest generation’, its siting, scale, style and intentions are aligned 
with the nation’s longstanding, and recently revitalized, identity as a militaristic empire. 
It is deliberately positioned in the middle of a highly symbolic national landscape, a 
sacred civic space where the nation’s memory is transcribed in stone. Its prominent 
size visibly punctuates this monumental core: its location here serves to naturalize 
this imperialist image and to suggest that the quest for empire has been the nation’s 
defi ning purpose all along. And despite the mutable dynamics of both American 
nationalism and American memorials, this imperial image seems to be permanently 
in place. In 2003, Congress and the president approved legislation prohibiting further 
development on the national mall’s most symbolic central strip, claiming that with 
the addition of the National World War II Memorial, the mall’s monumental core was 
now a ‘substantially completed work of civic art’ (Witt, 2005: 527; see also Johnston, 
2001). Such a mandate confi nes the nation’s ‘front yard’ and, by extension, the nation 
itself, within a highly prescribed identity – and closes the door on any other potential 
national narratives.

Much as the National World War II Memorial’s neoclassical style casts the nation 
on triumphal terms, its emphasis on order and uniformity signifi es the import of stoic 
and unquestioning national unity. Some worry, in fact, that the memorial’s booming 
assertion of homogenous and unwavering patriotism might restrict public gather-
ings and demonstrations on the national mall – protests against the war in Iraq, 
for example, or rallies in favor of reproductive rights. ‘By digging the World War II 
Memorial into the space between Lincoln and Washington’, one reporter predicts, ‘we 
will no longer see masses of Americans celebrating or protesting at Lincoln’s feet. The 
empowering walk from George to Abe is no more’ (Fisher, 2004). While the National 
World War II Memorial occupies an immense public space seemingly open to public 
debate, its imperial aesthetic hardly encourages democratic dissent – not that the 
current conditions of the national security state do either.

Those conditions, of course, contextualize why the memorial was built and what 
it is intended to mean in contemporary America. As Herbert Muschamp argued, this 
memorial essentializes World War II as ‘an age of moral certainty, a time innocent of 
complexity, irony, or ambiguity’ (Muschamp, 2001: A-30). Embracing bloodless victory, 
it elides why and how so many died; fi xed on national unity, it discounts the facts of 
racial segregation among US troops during World War II, and the forced imprisonment 
of Japanese Americans under Executive Order 9066. Moreover, it utterly erases the 
global dimensions of the war itself: framed by the states of the nation and its territorial 
acquisitions, inscribed with the names of Asian and European battles but not with those 
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of America’s allies or its foes, the National World War II Memorial implies that the US 
single-handedly won a war against some unknown enemy, over some unacknowledged 
threat. While it includes the inscription ‘Americans came to liberate, not to conquer; to 
restore freedom and to end tyranny’ (etched on the base of each bronze fl agpole), its 
vainglorious aesthetic suggests otherwise. This memorial fervently embraces America’s 
global authority: any lingering doubts about America’s absolute leadership in the 
modern world are buried in its triumphal stone expanse. Its brazen celebration of 
the virtues of war speaks to a martial ethos that is central to contemporary American 
identity; its romantic fantasy about war is driven in part by still problematic memories 
of America’s engagement in Vietnam.

ERASING VIETNAM

At 7.4-acres, the National World War II Memorial is one of the largest memorials on 
the national mall; the Vietnam Veterans Memorial and Korean War Veterans Memorial, 
by contrast, take up just 2 and 2.5 acres, respectively. In fact, the new war memorial 
was originally slated for a location near the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, in Consti-
tution Gardens (Figure 7). But J. Carter Brown, chairman of the National Commission 
of Fine Arts – which had blanket authority to approve or reject the new memorial’s 
location and its fi nal design – said ‘no’ to this site choice, saying it was ‘unacceptable’ 
to ‘tuck [the memorial] away in the woods’. As he declared in 2001: ‘In the twentieth-
century, World War II was our fi nest hour, the moment when this country emerged as 

FIGURE 7 Vietnam Veterans Memorial, Washington, DC, September 2006

Photograph: Erika Doss.
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the leading nation of the world.’ Locating the World War II memorial near ‘the Wall’, 
he added, would make it a ‘footnote’ to the Vietnam War: ‘burying the World War II 
Memorial into this little ghetto’ would make it ‘a kind of postage stamp footnote to 
the Vietnam Memorial.’ By extension, because more people were killed in the Second 
World War than in the Vietnam War, Brown argued that the memorial demanded a 
‘larger space’ in the nation’s monumental core. His insistence articulates the central, 
defi ning purpose of the National World War II Memorial: to erase the memory of the 
Vietnam War in American consciousness, and to replace it with a national narrative of 
confi dence, unity, and moral self-assuredness lifted from a misty, romantic fantasy of 
World War II: the ‘good war’ (Brown, 2001; Mills, 2004: 86).

World War II’s contemporary currency of goodness and greatness is driven by the 
lingering national nightmare of Vietnam. As a much-hated war of defeat, Vietnam does 
not settle well in a standard ‘American historical metanarrative’ fi xed on military tri-
umphalism and popular support. Vietnam is a ‘dangerous history’ whose recollection 
dredges memories of other fraught moments in the 1960s, such as battles over Civil 
Rights (Young, 1996: 200). Vietnam was and remains despised – ’public opinion polls 
from 1969 onward have revealed that a majority of the American population con-
demned US intervention in Vietnam as a tragic mistake’ – which raises questions about 
assumptions of national consensus and commitment during wartime (McMahon, 2002: 
175). Vietnam was ‘bad’, most Americans agree – although its soldiers, increasingly 
commemorated on ennobling terms, were not. Vietnam was when America ‘lost its 
way.’ Conservative analysts bemoan that ‘Vietnam won’t go away. Its ghosts still haunt 
the American psyche’, and argue that Vietnam’s legacy (the ‘Vietnam Syndrome’) has 
produced an insecure ‘culture of shame, guilt, and self-fl agellation’ that has ‘erupted in 
fl ag-burning and other attacks on traditional institutions’ (Lefever, 1997).

In recent years, America’s strategy of exorcism has been to retreat to a (seemingly) 
less haunting history, to repeatedly articulate it on positive terms, and to mobilize 
forms of popular memory that permit the Vietnam War’s silencing and marginalization. 
Vietnam is erased: replaced by a ‘good war’ whose romantic re-imagination and 
‘emotional and moral capital’ is crucial to the nation’s current military exploits (Zinn, 
2004: 15). Situating the National World War II Memorial in the middle of the national 
mall was entirely deliberate: a concerted effort to challenge and replace the memory, 
and symbolic authority, of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial.

Although once hotly contested, the Vietnam Veterans Memorial – designed by Maya 
Lin, dedicated in 1982 – is today the most visited memorial in Washington. Its public 
appeal hinges on its conversational and refl ective capacities. Visitors remember and 
honor the dead, and consider the tragedy and loss of war, on particularly affective 
terms as their bodies are refl ected in its highly polished black marble, and thus blended 
with the names of over 58,000 soldier dead. Some touch the names engraved on its 
walls and leave gifts and offerings, further imprinting its memory and meaning on 
kinesthetic terms. As many critics have suggested, the memorial’s somber black walls 
evoke the still-open wound of the Vietnam War, ‘with its lack of a singular, historical 
narrative defi ning a clear-cut purpose and outcome’ (Sturken, 1997: 44). Like the 
Vietnam War, the Vietnam Veterans Memorial is an open-ended site of national debate, 
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a form of ‘national pedagogy’ where Americans may consider, question and mourn 
themselves, their actions, their histories (Griswold, 1986).

The National World War II Memorial, by contrast, intentionally challenges open-
ended historical narratives by replacing dialogue with dogma and recasting war on 
triumphal terms. Its dominating presence on the National Mall, its neo-classical style 
and its all-white aesthetic, aim to erase the discoursive, counter-cultural and counter-
memorial ethos of the all-black Vietnam Veterans Memorial. If Maya Lin’s memorial com-
memorates human loss on a monumental scale, Friedrich St. Florian’s commemorates 
national consensus on a monumental scale. Rather than listing the names of soldier 
dead, it reinscribes the glory of war. Rather than encouraging experiential modes of 
knowledge, it returns to a memorial culture predicated on passivity and unblinking 
reverence. Indeed, this war memorial represents a new, or restored, cultural nationalism 
deeply embedded in historical amnesia, one that essentializes World War II as a virtuous 
and uncomplicated war of victory and certainty. As Muschamp remarked:

The World War II Memorial can be seen as a monument to the military-entertainment 
industry complex, our new enforcers in the global Pax American Pop Culture. It is 
a Spielberg production featuring Tom Hanks in a cast of all-star unknown soldiers. 
(Muschamp, 2001: A-30).

Framed by saying ‘thank you’ to the ‘greatest generation’, the National World 
War II Memorial is a blatant example of the manipulative dimensions of war memory. 
Gratitude, in fact, largely informs the problem of war memory: expectations that 
thanks are deserved, and that national membership is dependent on the expression 

FIGURE 8 Eyes Wide Open, on display in Denver, Colorado, October 2006

Photograph: Erika Doss
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of thanks, propel the very conditions that manufacture war memorials. In this regard, 
this memorial raises the question of the impossibility of war memory in contemporary 
America, especially when war memorials are used to bury memories, essentialize his-
torical narratives and coerce public feeling. An alternative might be found in counter-
memorials such as ‘Eyes Wide Open’, a project sponsored by the American Friends 
Service Committee (a Quaker organization), which features a pair of boots for every 
US soldier killed in Iraq, and moves from city to city in week-long displays (Figure 8). 
Questioning presumptions of a naturalized American imperialism and critiquing the 
symbolic forms of war memory, such memorial projects suggest the transformative 
possibilities of affect and public feelings in contemporary America.
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Notes
1 For his discussion of ‘the waning of affect’ see Jameson (1991: 10 and passim).
2 National WWII Memorial (2003). Unless otherwise noted, information pertaining to the 

memorial, including physical statistics, speeches given at its dedication in 2004, and the 
memorial’s mission statement, can be found at the National World War II Memorial website 
at: http://www.wwiimemorial.com/default.asp?page=home.asp

3 The Atomic Bomb National Monument was ‘derailed,’ writes Piehler (1995: 143), although 
the Trinity Site in Carizozo, New Mexico was designated a National Historic Landmark in 
1965. The National Air and Space Museum opened in Washington in 1966.

4 Extra money raised for the memorial was placed in the National World War II Trust Fund of 
the US Treasury.

5 For details on the memorial competition, see Mills (2004: 107–35).
6 Thanks to David Kieran for sharing this information and his unpublished paper (Kieran, 

2004).
7 Indeed, there is no explanation for how 405,973 soldier dead are matched to the 4048 gold 

stars of Freedom Wall.
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