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In “No win,” Andrew Bacevich 

argues that the wars in Iraq 

and Lebanon mark a turning 

point in modern military 

history, suggesting that 

the age of Western military 

dominance in the Middle East 

may be over. If radical Islamist 

resistance can deny decisive 

victories to the United States 

and Israel, does that mean it’s 

time for a fundamentally new 

strategy in the region? Share 

your views on a message board 

by visiting www.boston.com/

ideas

EVER SINCE BRITAIN AND FRANCE overthrew Ottoman 
rule in World War I to create the modern Middle East, Western na-
tions have relied on unquestioned military superiority to secure their 
position in the region. Between the world wars, European imperial-
ists ruthlessly employed fi repower to crush nationalist uprisings. Af-
ter World War II, as the United States supplanted Europe, American 
military power underwrote the oil-for-protection bargain forged with 
Saudi Arabia and eventually made Washington the ultimate guaran-
tor of regional stability. When Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein had the 
temerity to challenge American primacy in 1990, the outcome served 
only to affi rm US military preeminence.

Meanwhile, Israel was subjecting its Arab neighbors to recurring 
military humiliations. The Israel Defense Forces improvised in 1948 
became by the 1960s a seemingly invincible army. That Israel was 
itself a Western implant and that it relied increasingly on weapons 

with a “Made in the USA” label seemed further proof of Western mili-
tary superiority.

Not that Arabs had hesitated to contest that superiority. Begin-
ning with Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser in the 1950s and ending with 
Saddam Hussein, a series of Arab strongmen attempted to beat the 
West at its own game. They acquired massive fl eets of armored ve-
hicles, heavy artillery, jet fi ghters, and missiles, calculating that with 
a large enough arsenal they could overcome the West’s advantage. Al-
though the Egyptian army came close to defeating Israel in October 
1973, this approach never worked  –  Arab tanks and fi ghter-bombers 
tended to end up as smoking heaps of twisted metal.

Today the tables are turning. Despite a massive American and 
Israeli technological edge, including nuclear arsenals, mounting 
evidence suggests that the age of Western military ascendancy is 
coming to an end. Muslim radicals have evolved 

Andrew J. Bacevich is professor of history and international relations at Boston University. His most recent book, “The New American Milita-
rism: How Americans Are Seduced by War’’ (Oxford), has just come out in paperback.

With the failure of the United States and Israel to achieve decisive victories 
in Iraq and Lebanon, the age of Western military dominance 

in the Middle East appears to be ending. It’s time for a new strategy.
B y  A n d r e w  J.  B a c e v i c h

FOR MORE THAN A DECADE, Mayor Thomas M. Menino 
has been a national leader in fi nding creative new ways to re-
duce urban gun violence. His pioneering efforts  — including 
Operation Ceasefi re and the Boston Gun Project — produced a 
decline in gun violence rates in the late 1990s so dramatic it be-
came known as the “Boston miracle.” But recently, the city has 
witnessed a resurgence in violence. The city’s 75 homicides in 
2005 was the highest number in a decade, and 2006 may bring 
a greater number still.

One of the biggest challenges Menino faces is cutting off the 
supply of guns used in violent crimes, a challenge made more 
diffi cult because so many guns used in Boston are purchased 
somewhere else. According to statistics from the federal Bureau 
of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives (BATFE), most 
guns recovered from crimes in big cities like New York and 
Boston were originally purchased in states with relatively few 
restrictions on gun sales. 

In an effort to stop the fl ow of guns from other states, cit-
ies have turned to litigation. Since 1998, more than 30 major 
US cities have fi led lawsuits against the gun industry, seeking 
to force gun manufacturers, wholesale distributors, and retail 
dealers to end careless and often illegal sales practices that 
make it easier for criminals to obtain guns. But most of these 
suits have been dismissed by courts prior to trial, preempted by 
state legislatures, or simply abandoned by the mayors who fi led 
them. (Boston fi led such a suit in 1999 but abandoned it three 
years later when the city could not afford GUNS, D3

Timothy D. Lytton is professor of law at Albany Law School and 
editor of “Suing the Gun Industry: A Battle at the Crossroads of 
Gun Control & Mass Torts” (Michigan).

New York has devised an ingenious approach 
to stopping the fl ow of guns into the city. 

Could it work for Boston?
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A US soldier at the scene of a suicide car-bomb explosion in central Baghdad in August 2005.

BY TIMOTHY D. LYTTON
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ZEUS WOULD NOT APPROVE. In Wolfgang Peters-
en’s 2004 movie “Troy” and now in “An Iliad” (Knopf), 
the new novelization of Homer’s epic by the bestsell-
ing Italian author Alessandro Baricco, we fi nd no gods 
— none. No Hera or Aphrodite; no limping Hephaestus 
or weed-bearded Poseidon; the whole fractious, horny, 
and meddlesome crew is simply . . . not there. 

The omissions in “Troy” we can probably forgive; 
a swords-and-sandals blockbuster like that, swirling 
in money and policed no doubt by militant producers, 
might just not have had room for visions or divine en-
tries. But the godlessness of Baricco’s “An Iliad” is more 
considered and programmatic: Homer’s Olympians “are 
probably the aspect of the poem most extraneous to a 
modern sensibility and often break up the narrative, dif-
fusing a momentum that should rightly be palpable,” he 
writes in an introductory note. “I wouldn’t have removed 
them if I’d been convinced they were necessary.”

The unfortunate necessity of the immortals is demon-
strated by the fi rst page of Baricco’s “An Iliad,” on which 
we read the lines: “Then, suddenly, death and suffering 
fell upon the Achaeans. For nine days, arrows fl ew, kill-
ing men and beasts, and the pyres of the dead blazed 
without respite.” These anonymous, indiscriminate ar-
rows cannot be accounted for  –  indeed, they are mean-
ingless  –  because Baricco has excised from his account 
the god Apollo: Apollo, offended at the treatment of his 
priest Chryses, has blasted the Greek camp with plagues. 
Without the presence of the god, the language is as dead 
as the men and the beasts. Compare the schoolbook 
nullity of Baricco’s description with the same moment 
in George Chapman’s 1612 translation of “The Iliad,” 
wherein Apollo “with his hard-loosing hand / His silver 
bow twang’d, and his shafts did fi rst the Mules com-
mand, / And swift hounds; then the Greeks themselves.”

Or try another translation, one made in full posses-
sion of the “modern sensibility” invoked by Baricco, that 
of Christopher Logue, the British poet whose version of 
“The Iliad,” under the title “War Music,” has been a work 
in progress since 1959. (“Cold Calls,” the latest install-
ment, was published last year.) Logue envisions Apollo 
“taking a corner of the sky / Between his fi nger and 
thumb” and snapping it like a wet towel until pestilence 
is shaken loose and he has “zephyr-ferried in among the 
hulls / A generation of infected mice.” 

“Such fl eas,” runs Logue, “…  Such lumps … / Watch 
Greece begin to die.” 

Logue, as we can see, takes a liberty or two with 

Homer. He calls his “War Music” not a translation but 
“an account” of “The Iliad”; it includes parked cars, 
cigarettes, and machine guns. But Logue’s anachro-
nisms are not a gimmick. When Ezra Pound (an early 
model for Logue) described a seal in his second Canto 
as “sleek head, daughter of Lyr, eyes of Picasso / Under 
fur-black hood,” he was bringing perception up to date, 
jamming and jarring in a single line the Celtic myth of 
the Children of Lyr against Picasso’s black and searching 
20th-century eyeball. Similarly, when Logue describes 
“Achilles’ tent, a moonlit, Cubist dune,” we are brought 
to attention, made watchful, snapped into the unshifting 
present  –  into God-time, as it were.

For Julian Jaynes, the Princeton psychologist (and 
West Newton native) whose “The Origin of Conscious-
ness in the Breakdown of the Bicameral Mind” was 
published in 1976, an Iliad without gods is no Iliad at all. 
According to his theory, consciousness as we know it is a 
relatively recent development. The wandering thought-
balloon over our heads, the ability to introspect and con-
sider ourselves metaphorically, these were not available 
to the peoples of antiquity, who acted according to their 
instincts and to the blunt directives of voices in their 
heads, which they called gods. 

Jaynes called this mode of thought “the bicameral 
mind” and viewed “The Iliad” as one of its most expressive 
texts. “The Trojan War was directed by hallucinations,” he 
wrote. “And the soldiers who were so directed were not at 
all like us. . . . We cannot approach these heroes by invent-
ing mind-spaces behind their fi erce eyes as we do with 
each other.” When Baricco, in his “An Iliad,” slips into ital-
ics to voice the buried subjectivity of his characters, he is, 
Jaynes might say, doing nothing but blowing in puffs of 
mind-space where there had been none.

“The eyes of the crow and the eye of the camera,” 
wrote W.H. Auden in his postwar poem “Memorial For 
The City,” “open / Onto Homer’s world, not ours.” The 
war gods stalking between piles of carrion, the black-
ened cities  — this is not a vision that admits of much in-
teriority. Logue’s “War Music” is full of terse instructions 
to an imagined camera (“Silence. / Reverse the shot. / 
Go close”), to a lens that swoops and roams without pity 
or judgment across the grim, adrenalized landscape of 
the Trojan battlefi eld. Rare indeed is the translator who 
can handle what Jaynes defi ned as the “strangeness and 
heartlessness and emptiness” of the Iliadic world. To 
take that on, you need the eye of a photojournalist and 
the guts of a poet.

Cultural Studies By James Parker

James Parker’s column appears biweekly in Ideas. E-mail cultural.studies@globe.com.

Guns Continued from Page D1
to pay the $30,000 per month needed to keep it go-
ing.) Last year Congress passed federal legislation 
aimed at eliminating the few suits that remain.

Against this backdrop, New York City Mayor 
Michael Bloomberg’s announcement in May of a 
civil lawsuit against 15 out-of-state gun dealers for 
illegal gun traffi cking understandably met with a 
great deal of skepticism. But the mayor surprised 
everyone when, a few weeks ago, he announced a 
settlement with two of the dealers, in Georgia, who 
agreed to court supervision of their sales practices. 
The settlement marks a rare victory in the eight-
year history of municipal gun litigation and a vindi-
cation of the mayor’s efforts to stick with the strat-
egy of pursuing gun control through the courts.

Bloomberg’s success may tempt other big city 
mayors, including Menino, who has worked with 
Bloomberg on the issue of guns before, to again 
pursue gun control through the courts. But while 
Bloomberg’s approach may be innovative, it may 
also be hard to replicate — especially if gun rights 
advocates have their way. 

N
ew York City’s lawsuit is based on BATFE 
data that traces the sales history of guns 
recovered in crimes in a number of US cities 

between 1994 and 2001. The data reveal that more 
than 500 guns used to commit crimes in the city 
were sold by just 15 gun dealers in Georgia, South 
Carolina, Virginia, Ohio, and Pennsylvania. 

Earlier this year, the city hired a private inves-
tigative fi rm to conduct a sting operation against 
these 15 dealers. Investigators, working in pairs, 
videotaped store clerks illegally selling guns to 
individuals whom the clerks believed to be straw 
purchasers. A straw purchaser is an individual who 
fi lls out the personal information required to pass 
a federally mandated background check in order 
to purchase a gun for another person, typically one 
who is legally ineligible based on a felony convic-
tion or other disqualifi cation. Federal law prohibits 
licensed dealers from making a sale when they 
have a reasonable belief that the fi rearm being sold 
is not for the person doing the purchasing.

In the New York City sting, one investigator 
would make all of the inquiries about purchasing 
the gun and the second investigator would show up 
at the counter only to fi ll out the background check 
information. The lawsuit alleges that by allowing 
such straw purchases, the 15 out-of-state dealers 
facilitate illegal gun traffi cking that increases gun 
violence in New York City. The city says that the gun 
violence resulting from the way that these dealers do 
business constitutes a “public nuisance” — an unrea-
sonable interference with public health and safety.

While public nuisance litigation has tradition-
ally been used to go after polluters, New York 

City Corporation Counsel Michael Cardozo has 
explained that just as the city might sue to stop 
the illegal dumping of sewage into waterways that 
fl ow into the city, it is now suing to stop the illegal 
dumping of guns into the black market that end 
up in New York. The suit seeks compensatory and 
punitive damages and asks the court to put an end 
to the illegal sales.

The two dealers who have settled agreed to su-
pervision of their sales practices by a court appoint-
ed special master chosen and paid for by the city. 
The special master will be given unrestricted access 
to the dealers’ records and inventory and will be 
empowered to conduct ongoing surveillance. Five 
or six more of the dealers are currently considering 
a similar settlement. The remaining dealers have, 
for now, decided to fi ght the suit in court.

P
revious lawsuits by other cities have been 
largely unsuccessful because judges have 
been unwilling to hold the gun industry as 

a whole responsible for the misconduct of a few 
rogue dealers. New York City’s suit gets around this 
problem by focusing exclusively on particular deal-
ers whom it can prove have conducted illegal sales. 
Equally signifi cant, the city fi led its suit before fed-
eral Judge Jack B. Weinstein of the Eastern District 
of New York, a judge who is notoriously sympa-

thetic to claims that the industry is responsible for 
illegal gun traffi c.

New York City’s new litigation strategy is part 
of a larger effort that includes legislative and law 
enforcement initiatives to more tightly regulate the 
gun industry and to stem the fl ow of illegal weapons 
into the city — from increased penalties for illegal 
guns and new requirements placed on gun dealers 
to protect against lost and stolen guns, to specialized 
gun courts that have imposed longer sentences for 
gun offenders, closer surveillance of neighborhoods 
where gun violence is a problem, and more rigorous 
interrogation of those accused of gun crimes in order 
to obtain better information about gun traffi cking. 

Litigation complements these efforts. Despite its 
troubled history in the courts, municipal gun litiga-
tion has played an important role in shaping public 
policies aimed at reducing gun violence, helping 
to reframe the problem and the policy options for 
dealing with it. Whereas gun violence used to be un-
derstood as a problem caused exclusively by street 
criminals and addressed primarily through tougher 
criminal penalties, civil litigation has focused atten-
tion on the role of marketing, distribution, and sale 
in facilitating illegal gun traffi cking. 

Gun litigation has also provided additional re-
sources to enforce existing laws. Each year, BATFE 
inspects only about 10 percent of the roughly 

100,000 licensed gun dealers, and the agency is 
limited by statute to one unannounced audit of 
a dealer in any given year. Litigation, as Mayor 
Bloomberg puts it, “sends a message” to rogue deal-
ers that even if they stand little chance of getting 
caught by law enforcement, they could be subject 
to civil suit for violations of federal law.

Y
et as other cities look to New York’s gun-
dealer lawsuit as a model for how to get guns 
off the street, they need to be aware that 

Mayor Bloomberg’s victory may be a hard one to 
emulate. Gun rights advocates are lobbying hard in 
Washington for a measure that would restrict the 
release of BATFE trace data. If this measure passes, 
it will deprive New York City, and any other cities 
that wish to fi le similar suits, of the only data avail-
able to identify gun dealers with a history of illegal 
sales practices.

There are also those who would argue that by ef-
fecting more vigorous enforcement of federal sales 
restrictions on gun dealers, Bloomberg’s offi ce is not 
so much complementing federal gun control policy 
as contradicting it. In 1986, Congress passed the 
Firearms Owners Protection Act, or FOPA, which 
signifi cantly restricts the powers of the BATFE to 
enforce federal gun laws (gun rights advocates were 
concerned that the bureau was using its powers to 
harass dealers). 

FOPA was the product of a seven-year legisla-
tive battle in Congress and the result of sustained 
consideration, debate, and compromise. New York 
City’s gun dealer lawsuit is designed to replace the 
federal government’s scheme of limited enforce-
ment with one of vigorous enforcement — paid for 
by the City of New York and enforced by a federal 
judge in Brooklyn.

As long as illegal gun sales continue to fuel a 
rise in urban gun violence, however, proactive may-
ors like Bloomberg and Menino are likely to seek 
novel ways to crack down on illegal gun traffi cking. 
For now, New York City’s gun-dealer lawsuit looks 
like a promising new approach. But its prospects 
will depend not only on its impact on the streets 
of New York but also on its reception in the halls 
of Congress.

THE NEW YORK TIMES

New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg presents video clips from the city’s sting 
operation against 15 out-of-state gun dealers in May. 

Godless 
Greeks
A corrective to the vogue 

for Homer without immortals

More than 500 guns used 
to commit crimes in New York 

City were sold by just 
15 out-of-state gun dealers.
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