
„God is With You“: Intertextual and interactive Religion in Milblogs from the Iraq War 

 

When looking at the Iraq war and its catalysts, Religion is often presented as a grand 

narrative, historically, intellectually and even emotionally dividing the world into factions, a 

world therefore doomed to competition and foreignness. As the starting point of this talk, I 

would like to pose the question, how individual experience relates to these grand narratives of 

religion and war, how it incorporates them and whether they are at all renegotiated. These 

questions are approached from a textual or media perspective, and accordingly must be posed: 

how is contemporary, religious discourse translated into personal narratives of war?  

To answer some of these question the following talk focuses on Weblogs by soldiers from the 

Iraq war, namely Milblogs, which are concerned with religion, spirituality and politics. These 

writings, located in the midst of the conflict, authored by people at the centre of highly 

charged and ambivalent discourses of nation, patriotism, religion and war, and framed in the 

interactive medium Weblog, will help us gain some insight as to how religious discourse is 

incorporated and functionalized in these personal narratives and the composition of religious 

discourse and language within new media and new media representation of war. 

When composing the abstract I had a historical link in mind between Christian journals and 

their stories of catharsis and redemption and Blog’s diaristic structure, but while researching 

and reading the blog entries in more depth I realized that the simple transfer of narratives is 

not a viable analytical method. At most, diverse and intertextual remnants of religious forms 

such as the confessional or catharsis can be discovered in the Blog postings. And if we do not 

only concentrate on the posting and regard the interactive elements of the Blogs, such as the 

comments, we are confronted with a very different kind of religious writing and language, 

which can hardly be framed in literary categories. 

I have therefore decided to split my close reading of Milblog texts into two parts: the first will 

focus on a blog entry, which negotiates God and belief on a personal level of contention and 

asks eschatological questions. The second and more structural and exemplary part of my close 

reading will focus on the comments left in answer to the postings. Before I go into the 

readings, I will briefly conceptualize the Milblog and the political, medial and ideological 

discourses within which it can be framed. 

 

The Weblog and the Warblog 

With the popularization of the web in the mid to end nineties, the Blog, as one of its media, 

also became well-known. Defined by Rebecca Blood in the late nineties as: a frequently 
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updated website consisting of dated entries arranged in reverse chronological order so the 

most recent post appears first.’ (Walker 2003), the blog has since become extremely popular. 

The last count on Technorati estimated 75 million registered Blogs – and this from only about 

20 in 1999. Among many others, two factors have been influential in this popularization:  

 

Social Software 

What many people now know as the Web 2.0 began with a general emphasis on social 

software around 2002. Social software in the web accentuates social networking, online 

communities and user-generated content. Blogs are also categorized as social software, 

although they became popular before the Web 2.0 hype. The idea that Blogs turn around the 

classical model of one sending to millions and instead offer millions sending to an uncertain 

number of recipients is one of the reasons they are viewed within this frame. 

This rise of social software is of course accompanied by both apocalyptic and optimistic 

visions of what the potential and chances of this development might be. The media, web-users 

themselves and academic researchers have equally lauded and criticized the possibilities of all 

these voices contributing to what seems an endless amount of available information. One of 

the major and lets say more political hopes that grew with social software in general and blogs 

specifically, is the hope of a democratization of the media and political institutions through 

the strengthened participation of non-institutional members in the public domain. Simplified, 

the expectation is that through internet access everyone can now contribute to the shaping of 

knowledge and the making of discourse. By implication internet researches hope for a more 

tolerant, less manipulative and more communal formation of media and therefore of society 

through these participatory structures. I would agree that Blogs have the potential to 

participate in a public discourse, but rather than focus on the potential of the medium here, I 

will remain descriptive and focus on how religious discourse occurs in them. 

 

Iraq War 

The second factor which led to the popularization of Blogs, is the key role they have played in 

big media events in the USA. The last presidential race and the Iraq War were milestones in 

the popularization of Blogs. In the context of the media event ‘Iraq war’, with its highly 

ideologized media, a government relying heavily on the media’s support for the legitimization 

of the war and a small, yet polarizing oppositional media –Blogs were positioned as an 

independent and authentic perspective, free of the financial and political interests of large 

media corporations. 
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The Milblog 

Milblogs, weblogs written by Soldier’s from the war zone, dealing with pretty much 

everything from politics, to combat, to descriptions of the everyday, were initiated with the 

Afghanistan war and became popular reading and strongly referenced by traditional media 

during the Iraq war and its aftermath. (Power Point 3: Mudville Gazette) More than 2000 

Milblogs have been or are being written, enabled by easy internet access and the spreading 

praxis of publicizing user-generated content on the internet. Also, via Blogs, a network of 

active soldiers, veterans and families of military personnel has been established, so that 

soldiers can situate themselves within a community of writing soldiers. Recently the Pentagon 

has begun heavily monitoring and censoring Milblogs, which may lead to their end. 

On a discourse-internal level, the notion of Blogs as an alternative media becomes especially 

prevalent within the context of Milblogs, because most soldiers writing feel misrepresented by 

the media, and the blog is understood as a chance to challenge this misrepresentation through 

participation in a public discourse. The traditional media evaluates Milblogs along similar 

lines, foregrounding their subversive and fragmenting potential. This representation of 

Milblogs does leak into academic treatments of Blogs and Milblogs. 

A scholarly treatment must be wary of these hopeful assumptions, considering the heavy 

censorship under which blogs have recently fallen but also considering the very loyal and 

patriotic nature of most of the blogs. Challenging the notions of authenticity and 

unmediatedness, the milblog is of course a text loaded with authenticity effects, intertextual 

references to journalism and other media and references to what might be called a popcultural 

conception of war. Therefore I view Milblogs as part of an established knowledge system, 

akin to Berger and Luckmann: Narratives of war, as they are set up by popular culture, news 

networks or national readings are repeated and underscored here. So, to address the question 

of participation on the level of medium and structural aspects of the medium for the last time: 

Milblogs do participate in a discourse on the war but this does not necessarily entail a 

subversive potential or a dislocating effect. Beginning with the assumption that the language 

and patterns presented in the Blogs tie into established systems of knowledge about war, the 

question becomes not one of dismantling a system but of potential renegotiations of 

established orders of that system.,  

Of course the Milblog ties into a huge number of discourses and narrative patterns, such as 

masculinity and duty, the confessional or the one-man-myth. To shortly go into a 

contemporary discursive frame: When reading Milblog entries about soldier’s motivations to 

enlist for the war, the number one reason is September 11th. The symbolically disruptive 
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event, brought with it a tide of what one milblogger calls the Post-9/11 look (American flags, 

together we stand posters) and on a language level what Melissa M. Wilcox calls a “Bless 

America” discourse. The Bless America text on the one side, and the framing of the event as 

war by Bush on the other – repeat themselves in the discourses surrounding the Iraq war. War 

and the soldier’s fight are a sanctified duty here, fulfilled in the name of a higher power, 

called freedom but often conflated with God. The government’s affiliation to God underscores 

this tendency and the “enemies” religious ideology does so even more. These are some of the 

more contemporary settings upon which Milblogs are being written.  

 

God, Hope and Johnny Cash 

For an exemplary close reading, I chose an entry from the relatively well-known Milblog A 

Day in Iraq, by an Infantry Soldier, who is known as Michael (authenticity) and whose blog 

covers his 1 ½ years in Iraq and then ends about half a year after his return to the USA. A Day 

in Iraq has long entries, usually rather well-written – so grammatically correct, not a lot of 

slips of the pen and some composition. There is some narrative development throughout the 1 

½ years. In the beginning, the text presents a narrator who is a motivated, loyal and 

committed soldier and who is interested in the historical and political aspects of Iraq. This 

changes dramatically over the course of the blog, the imagery becomes increasingly dark and 

faecal. What was once characterized as the birthplace of civilization, turns into a stinking and 

deathly space in which only the seemingly untouched (the children and people far away at 

home) are portrayed in positive and hopeful terms. 

About five months into Michael’s deployment, the entry “God, Hope and Johnny Cash” was 

posted. I will just give you the setting and the plot quickly. The narrator, who is presumed to 

be identical with the author and the protagonist in the diaristic/autobiographic model within 

which blogs are framed, is lying on his bed in his barrack in Iraq and his roommate, who 

seems to be a bit younger, is listening to Gangster Rap – as it is called in the text. The first 

Person narrative of the text, and the stream-of-consciousness setting (the setting is that the 

narrator is actually lying on his bed, listening to the music and writing down what comes to 

mind) work toward a strong immediacy effect, governing the entire posting. The narrator, 

trying to escape his roommate’s loud music and unclean habits and the general desolation of 

their ugly box, as he calls it, puts on his headphones and listens to selected songs from Johnny 

Cash’s American IV: The Man Comes Around, the last album to be released before Cash’s 

death in 2003, for which the bible is the referential text, in terms of language and imagery, but 

also in terms of questioning life and pain, and in terms of framing death.  
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The narrator understands the songs very much in terms of the musician Cash. Cash becomes 

in the process of listening a presence which can be addressed directly by Michael.  

“Take me away Johnny. Sing about God, hurting, killing, whatever, just take me away from 

this place for just a few moments.”  

Moreover, Cash’s music becomes a vehicle for a communication with God.  

“How can someone (Cash) have that effect with mere words and worn voice. God is in that 

voice, speaking to me. I need him. The Man in Black. He knew You and is no longer in the 

dark.”  

Structured by the order the songs are listened to (Hurt, The Man Who Comes Around, Take 

My Love to Rosie and Bridge Over Troubled Water), the posting is full of direct appeals to 

God. The sentences are very short, staccato demands, questions and pleas, both for himself 

and for others -especially children he has encountered on his mission. 

The intense conversations with God through the Cash album are interspersed with critical 

descriptions of the narrator’s surroundings in Iraq. As I mentioned above, the entry begins 

with the attempt to mentally escape his current situation, but he does not succeed and 

seemingly involuntarily returns to Iraq, accusing his surroundings of a lack of knowledge, or 

worse of ignorance and sexual deprivation.  

The climax of the entry is a parallelization of Cash’s vision of Judgement Day in “The Man 

Who Comes Around” and Michael’s angry charges against the sinfulness of his surroundings:  

“God I don’t need this. I don’t need the women’s magazines boasting the newest diet or 

position that will drive him wild in bed. I don’t need the guns or the trucks or the women or 

the computers or the games. …Doesn’t anyone in this God forsaken land read the news?”  

The imagery of the posting, beginning with the barbarous roommate, the stinking box, 

uncivilized Gangster Rap and sexualized and banal media is underscored by dismal 

vocabulary such as “depraved, shithole, godforsaken, ugly, dirt and violence.” Michael is in 

an uncivilized place, surrounded by barbaric, uneducated people. The quote above ends with: 

“I know not what day it is, neither the day of the week nor the date. It’s just one big day, 

eternal, never ending;” placing the narrator within a kind of eternal hell, deprived of the 

structuring elements of everyday life such as newspapers, regular sleep and family. 

Although the final song “A Bridge Over Troubled Water” consoles the narrator and reassures 

him, that there is the possibility of return to a place of order and love, namely to his wife and 

children, the posting is characterized by extreme doubt and angst concerning the narrator’s 

situation. 
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In my opinion, the posting is an attempt to translate a traumatic experience, that of being a 

soldier in a war, into language and specifically religious language. War is framed in terms of 

apocalypse here via the song “The Man Comes Around”. The coding of trauma, which 

challenges language as we know, takes place in terms of apocalyptical visions of the end and 

in terms of repeated questions and demands, which are never answered by the abstract lyrical 

thou of the text, and therefore create a sense of immense isolation of the speaker. 

Moreover, I would like to argue that the posting uses strategies which are characteristic for 

blogs, to translate the traumatic war experience into religious imagery and language:  

The imagery of apocalypse does not come from the bible directly here, but from a pop-

cultural musical product which references the bible. So we have the element of linking which 

characterizes hypertext, and we have the strong anchorage of Milblogs in a popcultural 

discourse. Additionally, experience is not coded directly, but via the intermediate entity of the 

experience as it is understood through the music being listened to. This intermedial process of 

textualizing experience through an alternative sign system enhances the impression of 

immediacy. The choice of the media, the mass phenomenon blog, everyman’s Cash and the 

everyday language all contribute to this immediacy effect which foregrounds experience. 

Secondly, the idiom of the posting, the short appealing sentences, the closeness of the lyrical 

thou and lastly the content, the angst and doubts that are being communicated, all suggest a 

very intimate and confidential setting. Yet, the author publicizes his writing online, making it 

available to a potentially huge audience, illustrating the strange meeting of the public and the 

private in this medium which might be read by no one or billions. Therefore, the Milblog 

enters a public discourse foremost as a personal narrative. In this context war and religion 

become strangely related on a level of argument, war experience, becomes, like religious 

experience unchallengeable and unquestionable – since the authenticity of the personal view, 

the lets say truth of absolute subjectivity is almost impossible to challenge here.  

Of course, these strategies can all be rooted within literary traditions and even religious 

literary traditions. The idea of taking a text and commenting upon it to come up with a 

personal and contemporary relevance can of course be related to exegises (and some internet 

scholars do view blogs in the tradition of the biblical commentary). The narrative setup of a 

seemingly personal, diaristic narrative aimed only at God but of course directed at a very real 

audience is well known from both early spiritual autobiographies as well as puritan journals. 

Lastly, the communicative situation, writing from a far away war, might be placed within a 

travelling or colonial tradition– so Iraq as a Heart of Darkness - which challenges the speaker, 

questions established moral and tempts him into moral deprivation. 
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Going back to the question of how the medium participates in a media culture surrounding the 

Iraq war, one can say that this form of participation (one basically devoid of references to 

larger narratives such as politics or politicized religion, but one which is still undeniably 

bound into larger systems of knowledge) foregrounds the personal, the intimate and emotional 

aspect of war experience in an attempt to come to terms with trauma. Although the 

constriction of a representation of war to such a highly subjective, unquestionable micro-

perspective can be viewed critically, the negotiation of language, the challenging of language 

and the limits of available imagery which become evident in the posting underline the 

disconcerting power of the attempt to translate war experience which becomes evident here. 

 

The Comments 

As mentioned above, a Blog entry almost always consists of the posting itself and comments 

by readers, responding to the entries via the comment function. (Power Point 5: Comments) 

Usually, comments will be rather short and informal in structure and tone, and they are 

framed as directly addressing the narrator of the posting (who is assumed to be identical with 

the author). From what I can gather, the authors of the comments to Milblogs are mostly 

located within a social network surrounding the military. There are a lot of commenters 

named Soldier’s Angel, Soldier’s Wife, ArmyDad and so on. But of course it is impossible to 

verify their identity. 

When I was looking for religious references in Milblogs in preparation for this conference, it 

became obvious that much more than the postings, the comments are dominated by a religious 

language. And most of the comments sound very much like the ones which answer the 

posting “God, Hope and Johnny Cash”. Here are a few examples: 

“I am praying for you, Michael, specifically that you will feel the hand of God on you.”; “We 

are proud of you for who you are and what you do. Never doubt that for a minute.”; “Don’t 

ever forget that God is with you”; “This soldier’s mother keeps all GIs in her heart and 

prayers. God Bless.” 

Or from the Blog 365 and a Wakeup in answer to a posting about deaths within the bloggers 

battalion (31.10.2005):  

“Thunder 6 . . . You are in our prayers and thoughts. I am praying you have the wisdom and 

insight you need to lead and guide those around you. Thunder 6 . . . your heart, the inner 

man, is like gold. Don't ever let your heart become tarnished. You are a great warrior!“; 

„T6--My heart hurts for you, and your fellow soldiers. I wish I had words to say to ease the 

ache in your heart for the loss of your brothers. I don't. But I can say Thank You and I love 
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you all. … God give you strength and courage that is beyond yourself. And when the time is 

right, may He give you tears. You will be in my prayers continuously. Angel hugs.“ 

As you can see, the comments can also be regarded as using an intimate, personal and 

emotionalized language. Yet, one of the things that are striking is the conventionalized 

language and generic content of the comments.  

To go into an evaluation, the comments purport a personal and direct answer to the soldier’s 

writing, but the answers they are giving are part of a very rigid and formulaic language, which 

is reminiscent of the “Bless You” discourse mentioned in connection with 9/11. I think it is 

probably safe to say, that in most cases we are not dealing with an engagement of the text that 

is being answered, but with praxis here. The point is not what one answers, but that one 

answers, and the generic nature of the answer suggests ritualized praxis, which is expressed 

through a specific American (so nationalistic) and Christian vocabulary. 

The effect of this ritualized language seems to me to be twofold: on the one hand it can be 

read as a written manifestation of the integrative power of religion (in the sense of Durkheim) 

in a highly disintegrating situation such as an army’s occupation of another country, 

confrontation with violence and separation from home. On the other hand, this integration 

comes at a price: the repetitive phrases can hardly be read as a differentiated engagement with 

the text, they are rather levelled and somewhat hollow responses that subordinate personal 

experience under providence and a normative framing of war experiences. 

Where the Posting is an attempt to come to terms with the trauma of war experience by 

translating it into available, yet reset – reset into the medium weblog - narratives of war the 

comments are also an attempt to come to terms with trauma, but do so basically by denying it 

through the ritualized use of pacifying phrases which make the experience accessible and 

deducible in the integrative but also normative terms of a christian-american discourse. 

Doubts and questioning are relegated to an ungodly place, one commenter to the Cash entry 

actually writes: “All thoughts of not returning come from someone other than God.”  

To sum up, the posting and the comments presented in this talk might be understood as 

attempts of representing trauma within the structures of the medium Milblog. As has been 

shown, the medium does offer a site to voices that might otherwise remain in a private realm, 

yet whether this entails democratization or relief for the marginalized in any sense is 

questionable. The alternative strategies of coding and ordering war experience that come to 

light, ask very different questions in my opinion – not those of media politics, but those of 

coming to terms with traumatic experiences such as 9/11 and the war, but also coming to 

terms with the reactions to these events and ensuing political developments. 
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