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A DARKLING PLAIN: STORIES OF CONFLICT

AND HUMANITY DURING WAR

How do people maintain their humanity during wars? Despite its importance,

this question receives scant scholarly attention, perhaps because of the over-

whelming aspect of war. “The enormity of it all tended to reduce everything

else in life to a kind of footnote,” one soldier said of World War II. The gener-

ally accepted wisdom is that wars bring out the worst in us, pitting us against

one another. “War is hell,” William Tecumseh Sherman famously noted, and

even wars clearly designated “just” nonetheless inflict massive destruction and

cruelty. Since ethics is concerned with discovering what takes us to a morally

superior place, one conducive to human flourishing and happiness, studying

what helps people survive wartime trauma becomes an extremely valuable

enterprise. A Darkling Plain thus fills an important scholarly void, analyzing

wartime stories that reveal much about our capacity to process trauma, heal

wounds, reclaim lost spirits, and derive meaning and purpose from the most hor-

rific of personal events.

Kristen Renwick Monroe is Chancellor’s Professor of Political Science at the Uni-

versity of California at Irvine, where she founded and directs the UCI Inter-

disciplinary Center for the Scientific Study of Ethics and Morality and is Asso-

ciate Director of the Program in Political Psychology. Past President of the

International Society of Political Psychology and Vice President of the Ameri-

can Political Science Association, Monroe is the author or editor of more than

15 books and 100 articles, including the award-winning The Heart of Altruism

(1996), The Hand of Compassion (2004), and Ethics in an Age of Terror and

Genocide (2012). Her co-authors were interns at the UCI Ethics Center when

they worked on this book with Monroe. They now are undergraduates, Chloe

Lampros-Monroe at Bryn Mawr College and Jonah Robnett Pellecchia at Cornell

University.

www.cambridge.org/9781107034990
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-03499-0 — A Darkling Plain
Kristen Renwick Monroe , With Chloe Lampros-Monroe , Jonah Pellecchia
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

A DARKLING PLAIN

Stories of Conflict and

Humanity during War

KRISTEN RENWICK MONROE

University of California, Irvine

With

CHLOE LAMPROS-MONROE

Bryn Mawr College

JONAH ROBNETT PELLECCHIA

Cornell University

www.cambridge.org/9781107034990
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-03499-0 — A Darkling Plain
Kristen Renwick Monroe , With Chloe Lampros-Monroe , Jonah Pellecchia
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Shaftesbury Road, Cambridge CB2 8EA, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia

3143321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre, New Delhi 3 110025, India

103 Penang Road, #05306/07, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 238467

Cambridge University Press is part of Cambridge University Press & Assessment, 

a department of the University of Cambridge.

We share the University9s mission to contribute to society through the pursuit of 

education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org

Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781107034990

© KristenMonroe 2015

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the provisions

of relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part may take 

place without the written permission of Cambridge University Press & Assessment.

First published 2015

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication data

Monroe, Kristen R., 19463

A darkling plain : stories of conflict and humanity during war / KristenMonroe,

University of California-Irvine; Chloe Lampros-Monroe, University of

California-Irvine; Jonah Pellecchia, University of California-Irvine.

pages cm

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978-1-107-03499-0 (hardback) 3 ISBN 978-1-107-69017-2 (paperback)

1. War 3Moral and ethical aspects. 2. War 3 Psychological aspects.

3. Humanity 3 Philosophy. I. Lampros-Monroe, Chloe. II. Pellecchia, Jonah.

III. Title.

U22.M57 2014

303.6´6 3 dc23  2014002475

ISBN   978-1-107-03499-0   Hardback

ISBN   978-1-107-69017-2   Paperback

Cambridge University Press & Assessment has no responsibility for the persistence

or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this 

publication and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will 

remain, accurate or appropriate. 

www.cambridge.org/9781107034990
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-03499-0 — A Darkling Plain
Kristen Renwick Monroe , With Chloe Lampros-Monroe , Jonah Pellecchia
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

The sea is calm to-night.

The tide is full, the moon lies fair

Upon the straits; on the French coast the light

Gleams and is gone; the cliffs of England stand;

Glimmering and vast, out in the tranquil bay.

Come to the window, sweet is the night-air!

Only, from the long line of spray

Where the sea meets the moon-blanched land,

Listen! you hear the grating roar

Of pebbles which the waves draw back, and fling,

At their return, up the high strand,

Begin, and cease, and then again begin,

With tremulous cadence slow, and bring

The eternal note of sadness in.

Sophocles long ago

Heard it on the Agaean, and it brought

Into his mind the turbid ebb and flow

Of human misery; we

Find also in the sound a thought,

Hearing it by this distant northern sea.

The Sea of Faith

Was once, too, at the full, and round earth’s shore

Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furled.

But now I only hear

Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar,

Retreating, to the breath

Of the night-wind, down the vast edges drear

And naked shingles of the world.

Ah, love, let us be true

To one another! for the world, which seems

To lie before us like a land of dreams,

So various, so beautiful, so new,

Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light,

Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain;

And we are here as on a darkling plain

Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight,

Where ignorant armies clash by night.

Matthew Arnold, “Dover Beach,” 1867
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PREFACE

It’s not glamorous. It was a very messy thing.

Frank was at Stanford when the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. An

Irish Catholic with a father in the Navy, Frank enlisted and spent two

years in the Pacific in the Army Air Corps, assigned to the Navy. Frank

took part in the invasion of the Marianas, Iwo Jima, and Palau,1 and

was scheduled to go in as part of the home island invasion of Japan.

Frequently in battle areas as a support soldier dealing with technical

aspects that drew on his engineering background, Frank quickly learned

the “terrible impact of war.”

It’s not glamorous. You’ve got to realize there was a lot of propaganda in

World War II to develop patriotism and support. You found out that was

an awful lot of baloney! It was a very messy thing. . . . When you think in

terms of the destruction . . . you learn to hate. The tendency for all of us

in the Pacific was to hate the Japanese. We hated them for [what] they

did on the Bataan Death March.2 To them, if you were willing to become

a prisoner then you ceased to be a human. You were no better than an

animal, maybe not even that good. . . . The samurai code caused them to be

very brutal. If you look at the history of the Japanese in China and what

they did to American prisoners, that leads to the ability to hate. It led to

the view that the only good Japanese was a dead one. Ask and give no

quarter. . . . I get a bit cynical when I hear all these things about the Geneva

Convention. You fought the war the same way the enemy fought it. . . .

Like for like. You only go to war to win. It’s not a game, and you don’t

win by scoring a certain amount of points.

After the war, Frank simply closed a door.

We just didn’t talk about it. It was one of those things you repress. That’s

how you cope with things. . . . I never talked about the war. I’ve probably

ix
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x PREFACE

talked about it more tonight than I ever have. To me it was a chapter and

when the chapter was over, you closed it and put it behind you.

Frank came home and returned to Stanford, where he met and married

his wife – college roommate to Sandra Day O’Connor – and made a life

as a successful engineer in the aerospace industry, settling in Southern

California and becoming President and Chief Operating Officer of the

Northrop Corporation. After Frank retired, he went back to school.

I didn’t have any problems leaving that [business] world completely. I just

went off and felt like doing different things. That’s what got me to UCI.

Most of my friends, they retire, they golf. Travel a lot. Stuff retired folks do.

My reaction was that it was not very satisfying to do that. I came back to

school.

Frank ended up in one of my courses at the University of California,

Irvine, and our conversations after class in time led to a friendship. We

were an unlikely pair in many ways. Frank was a Republican who ranked

Calvin Coolidge our greatest president. I argued for Franklin Roosevelt.

He supported John McCain and bought von Hayek’s arguments on gov-

ernment as the enemy of freedom. I was a Hillary (Clinton) girl who dis-

trusted politicians but thought government could be a tool for good if

used wisely. We debated politics, frequently differing but always respect-

ing the other’s arguments even when we disagreed vehemently with the

conclusions.

Over the fifteen-some years of our friendship, I came to respect Frank

as a sensitive, thoughtful individual, a decent man of integrity and hon-

esty. I recognized him as a humane person, even if I could not define that

term precisely. As we discussed Frank’s wartime participation, I asked

Frank how he managed to survive the war emotionally unscathed.

It’s an attitude you develop. Everybody, to maintain their sensibilities in

such a situation, that’s generally the way they cope with it. It was fatalism.

It was, “If something’s going to get you, it’ll get you. If it’s not, it’ll not.” That

was the basic thing. A lot of men in the war thought that way. They used

to joke about who’s going to get it next, that type of thing. I guess I still

am fatalistic. That is to say, I don’t believe I have a predestined direction

or that somebody has got a plan for me, that I am fulfilling this plan. My

reaction is that you live in a world where all sorts of things are happening.

Events occur, and it’s how you react to them. But you don’t control events.

You don’t control the world around you.

Was this the answer? Were Frank’s experiences and his reaction to World

War II typical of others’ experiences with wars? What made Frank the
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PREFACE xi

way he was? What kept him from continuing to hate the Japanese, an

enemy Frank openly acknowledged he once detested but whose coun-

try he later visited frequently, whom he did business with successfully,

and whose language he even mastered? What factors helped Frank –

and many people like him – lay to rest the negative feelings, to keep and

maintain humanity during a bloody war, and what helped these people

create a life afterwards that was meaningful and ethical in its treatment

of others?

Answering these questions is the topic of this book.

NOTES

1. Iwo Jima is perhaps the most famous of the battles in which Frank participated.

Fought from February 19th to March 26th, 1945, the Battle of Iwo Jima is memo-

rialized in Joe Rosenthal’s photograph of five marines and one navy corpsman

raising the U.S. flag on the fifth day of the 35-day battle. Frank’s description of the

Japanese desire to never surrender seems justified by the facts of Iwo Jima. The

Japanese army was heavily fortified and fought stubbornly to rebuff what was

the first American attack on the Japanese home islands. Out of an estimated

18,000+ Japanese soldiers at the beginning of the battle of Iwo Jima, only

216 remained alive to be taken prisoner. This statistic is all the more remark-

able since an American victory seemed assured from the start, given American

superiority in arms and numbers and the impossibility of a Japanese retreat or re-

inforcement.

The battle of the Marianas that Frank refers to – also called the Battle of the

Philippine Sea – was a decisive naval battle, involving the largest aircraft carrier

battle in history. Between June 19th and 20th, 1944, the United States Navy’s Fifth

Fleet and the Imperial Japanese Navy’s Combined Fleet fought near the Mariana

Islands, in a battle in which superior American air power and skilled carrier air-

crew were decisive. The Mariana and Palau Islands campaign was a U.S. offensive

against Imperial Japanese forces in the Mariana Islands and Palau between June

and November 1944, under the command of Admiral Chester Nimitz. The cam-

paign was designed to neutralize Japanese bases and support the Allied drive to

retake the Philippines, deemed critical to the Allied advance because the Philip-

pines would provide bases for the strategic bombing of Japan. In all three of these

important campaigns, air power and support of the kind provided by Frank would

prove crucial.

2. The Bataan Death March refers to the Japanese Army’s forcible transfer of

75,000 American and Filipino prisoners of war. Coming immediately after the

three-month Battle of Bataan in the Philippines in 1942, this 60-mile march

included extensive killing, starvation, and physical abuse of thousands of Amer-

ican POWs and civilians. An Allied military commission later judged the Bataan

Death March a Japanese war crime. All quotes from Frank’s interview come from

Chapter 2. I have condensed the conversation for clarity of presentation. Full tran-

scripts are available at www.ethicscenter.uci.edu.
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