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W h y do people kill? How  do they kill?
Do they do it with joy, or horror, or 
abandon? Do they become inured to it 
after a while? Has it changed since, say, 
the 19th century, or even the Second 
W orld  W ar, when according to one study 
no more than 15 per cent of soldiers 
actually fired their weapons? Have we 
corporatised it, delegated it or neutralised 
it behind bland bureaucratic-speak? And 
is it logically consistent to oppose, say, 
capital punishment or the slaughter of 
animals for food, and yet be in favour of 
abortion and euthanasia?

Long-time activist Jeff Sparrow —  author 
of Radical Melbourne and editor of the 
left-wing literary journal Overland —  has 
chosen in this book the deepest and most 
troubling subject of all, next to death itself. 
A  small incident sparked the project. It was 
the discovery of a Turkish soldier’s head 
—  souvenired, apparently, from Gallipoli, 
and turning up at the Echuca police station, 
which resulted in a telephone call to the 
Turkish sub-branch of the RSL (Returned 
and Services League). Intrigued, Sparrow 
tried to find out who it might have 
belonged to, and how the man might have 
died; whether he was executed, or shot by 
a sniper.

From here, he embarks on a more difficult 
journey. W hen kangaroo-shooting in 
Queensland, he reflects on the primal 
transformation anybody who has killed, or 
witnessed death, will have wondered at: 
that between life and death. He wonders 
also at his own swift acclimatisation to 
the task. Then, hoping to understand 
organised killing of the sort that takes 
place in war, he goes to an abattoir in 
Melbourne, where the messy business of 
killing is entirely transformed and partly 
sanitised by machine. He notes, oddly, 
how etiquette dictates his public reactions 
to the sight of the killing floor, since it 
would seem unbearably patronising to 
those who spend their working lives here 
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for him to appear shocked, much less 
horrified, at what he sees.

Then there is killing humans, in war, or in 
legalised murder by the state. Failing to 
penetrate the Australian Department of 
Defence propaganda walls, which require 
him to state how his project will advance 
the department’s corporate goals, he 
went in search of executioners, that is, 
men who have legally killed other men.
He finds, loses track of and then finds 
again, Fred Leuchter, a US expert on 
the machinery of execution, as well as 
a Holocaust-denier. Leuchter prefers to 
talk technical details than to enter into the 
psychological speculation Sparrow wanted 
to pursue. Sparrow seeks out others, who 
are more forthcoming about the effects 
of being involved in an execution: prison 
guards, and a warden in charge of the 
administrative and technical details, who is 
also responsible for sanitising what actually 
happens for the governor and the press.

There follows many pages of horrific detail, 
as well as what amounts to description of 
post-traumatic stress experienced by the 
executioners. All this, and a conversation 
with US activist Rachel McNair, prompts 
Sparrow’s troubling reflection: what about 
the effects upon those who carry out 
abortion, or euthanasia? And does all this 
imply what Sparrow calls a ‘wrenching’ 
change in his own attitudes —  which have 
always been conventionally ‘left-wing’ on 
these issues —  towards a stance which 
M cNair calls ‘Consistent Life’?1 However, 
this is not an account of a conversion.

Sparrow finds US veterans of the war in 
Iraq, those who have ultimately found 
themselves both for and against the war. 
Their political views may differ, but their 
accounts of what happens in places like 
Iraq —  to those who die, and those 
who kill —  are remarkably similar. Killing 
desensitises. It injures the killer. So, too, 
albeit in a different way, it seems, does 
writing and researching about killing, for 
one of the most interesting aspects of this 
book is the way Sparrow reports on his 
own reactions. A t times overwhelmed and 
repulsed by his subject matter, he pursues 
it doggedly, nevertheless, to the end.

And what is that end? The book is a well- 
written, detailed and ultimately harrowing

account. Its conclusion, perhaps, is not 
so surprising, nor radically different from 
that reached by the poets and survivors of 
the First W orld  W ar. W ar does change a 
person. There is a gulf, inevitably, between 
those who have known battle, those who 
have killed, and those who have not.

The book is not light reading. Many might 
find it goes a step too far. If it is artificial 
for the privileged few to remain ignorant 
of the inner workings of killing and death, 
perhaps it is more gruesomely damaging 
to be plunged for too long into its midst. 
But it is precisely this that makes the book 
interesting. How much should we know 
about this subject? And at what point 
should we step back from it —  those of 
us lucky enough to be able to step back 
—  when others have no choice? The book 
is worthwhile, too, for those who might 
seek some reaffirmation of that other fight, 
beyond the soldier’s task of killing —  that 
of creating the ways and means by which 
the same misadventures in violence might 
not be doomed to recur.
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