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U2: Rock ‘n’ Roll to Change the World 
Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2017
TIMOTHY D. NEUFELD

For forty years, the powerhouse rock band U2 has struggled between the 
ideals of youth and the discipline of maturity. In his book, U2: Rock ‘n’ Roll to 
Change the World, author Timothy Neufeld delves into the context and history 
of this legendary band. By looking back at the band and their lives within the 
conservative and sectarian society of Dublin, Ireland in the 70’s, the excess of 
the 80’s, the irony of the 90’s, the fear and insecurity of the aughts, and the re-
flective nature our current decade, Neufeld shows how each decade shaped the 
U2 we know today. He then segues into the spiritual life of the band and how 
this has influenced their identity as “Rock Stars,” as well as how they operate 
as a business. In the final chapter of the book, this same spirituality is evident 
in how they approach philanthropy and activism.

While the introduction, timeline, and early years of U2’s career take up the 
bulk of the book, Neufeld effectively uses these chapters to set the ground-
work for how these years shaped and informed the decisions of the band. The 
first thirteen years are very detailed and deeply researched often highlighting 
transformative concerts and moments. This is the most developed part of the 
book, though it gives short shrift to the later years. For a text crafted to cater 
to fans who may already be acquainted with the band’s history, it is lacking 
unique takeaways that may be less familiar to this audience. Academically, 
this text offers a perspective of U2 that is fresh in that it specifically highlights 
world events and how these informed their music and activism. Whereas, to 
this particular fan, it did not hold much in the way of unique insight. Nonethe-
less, Neufeld does an effective job at highlighting the four influences that fed 
their unique development: family, school, friends, and musical role models, as 
well as how each of these factors continue to impact the band and their music.
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The prevailing theme of U2’s catalogue is their spiritual faith. According to 
Neufeld, who describes that, though U2 has used their Christian faith both as 
source of purpose and a guidance, this is not done in the most traditional sense. 
In the chapter titled “Faith and Art,” the author writes:

Eschewing the judgmental experiences of childhood and adolescence, 
the band embraced love, grace and tolerance. More than a nice senti-
ment or an idealistic experiment, the tangible outcome of U2’s mission 
has always found embodiment in cultural engagement and activism 
rather than Sunday morning worship services. 

In this portion of the book it is obvious Neufeld is in his element. While often 
reiterating points from earlier in the book, he offers an intensely penetrating 
look at how the band’s faith has permeated not only their lyrics but also the 
structure of their franchise and lifestyle. Neufeld describes the band’s spiri-
tual ideology as an “integration of faith and culture that transcends traditional 
approaches to popular religious music by engaging the world, not by remain-
ing isolated from it.” By identifying themselves as outsiders in the traditional 
evangelical sense, Neufeld posits, they are able to create a spiritual experience 
for believers and non-believers, stating that U2 considers that “music is a sac-
rament - an activity that mediates and ushers in the divine presence of God.” 

In the concluding chapter of the book, Neufeld discusses the evolution from 
youth to experience and how that transition for U2 taught the band to effec-
tively foment change. Neufeld states that, “They are committed to a form of 
social engagement that challenges unjust systems and works toward peace 
and fairness for all.” In the early chapters, he highlights the process the band 
underwent to blend the hippie culture of “imagining a better world” and the 
punk reactionary ethos into the music of action, rather than simply seeing the 
injustice and imagining a better world without remaining inactive. This has 
been a course fraught with challenges. Neufeld argues that U2 has spent the 
majority of the last four decades learning from past mistakes and has created 
an infrastructure of activism that more effectively addresses the needs of the 
less fortunate. Through his work with multiple organizations focused on world 
relief, Bono, in particular, began to understand that the way to create change 
is through changing the hearts and minds of the world, not simply by giving a 
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handout. The band’s activism is a source of respect and admiration. This is ap-
parent in the reverence Neufeld uses to detail it throughout their career; rever-
ence which will resonate with lifelong U2 fans while reading this text. 

U2 is a band that is greater than the sum of its parts; it is transformative, not 
only to its millions of fans, but to the world, and this is abundantly evident in 
this text. In the final paragraph, Neufeld describes the members of U2 as “four 
dreamers who continue to be transformed by the world they set out to conquer.” 
He adeptly argues that the band’s progress along this path, within the context of 
global influence, has created a ethos of peace through action. The cumulative 
acts of these dreamers in their quest is how U2 creates Rock ‘n’ Roll to Change 
the World.

Jennifer Janzen Andresen
Fresno, California

U2: Rock ‘n’ Roll to Change the World
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The Art of Waiting: On Fertility, Medicine,  
and Motherhood 
New York, NY: Farrar Straus & Giroux, 2016
BELLE BOGGS

Reading Belle Boggs’ The Art of Waiting, I went through three stages of 
writerly envy. Rage first: this was exactly the sort of book I wanted to write! 
Next came grief, the sort I used to feel when friends kept having babies. My 
only solace then was what good material infertility would make for a book. 
The third stage of writerly envy, as I continued to read, was profound gratitude 
that Boggs had given such a strong, true voice to the experiences of the tribe I 
call the Infertile Underground, and had managed it with poetry, eloquence, and 
excellent research.

Boggs deftly braids the chronology of her family’s experiences of assistive 
reproductive technologies (ART) with representations of infertility in film and 
literature, caring for aging parents, challenges for families seeking adoption, 
the ethical nuances of international surrogacy, the pregnancies of a gorilla at 
the North Carolina zoo, people who were involuntarily sterilized by the state 
until as recently as the 1970s, same sex marriage and adoptive rights, alterna-
tive family structures, and the life cycles of thirteen-year cicadas. It’s no spoiler 
to reveal that Boggs and her husband eventually conceived through IVF—she 
mentions her daughter’s eventual birth in the second chapter. As she explained 
on a panel at the Association of Writers and Writing Programs in 2017, readers 
waiting for children do not need another birth announcement blindsiding them 
at the end of the book. The emphasis of the narrative is instead on the waiting 
itself, the decision tree of options, the intentionality of family-building when 
it doesn’t just happen the “natural” way. The climactic chapter “Paying for It,” 
lays bare the realities of gender, racial, and economic privilege in accessing 
effective fertility treatments.

Boggs presents the history and policies related to infertility treatments with 
the nuance and simplicity of good science journalism. To that she adds a truth-
ful perspective on the personal aspects of infertility. She writes of a time when 
she and her husband decided to stop treatment, perhaps forever, “I felt split in 
two. The person I had hoped to become was torn away, leaving only the person 
I had always been” (20). 
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When the two wells at Boggs’ built-by-a-hippie country home begin to fail, 
she and her husband hire well-drillers and hope they’ll hit water before the 
money runs out, saying “When is it ever a good time to spend thousands of dol-
lars on something with uncertain results?” (116). At the same they are prepar-
ing for their first round of in-vitro fertilization (IVF). To the sound of drilling, 
Boggs pleads on the phone with a representative of the pharmaceutical com-
pany who can’t promise her drugs will arrive in time. Later, she wonders about 
her former neighbors, who also drilled a well in this rocky land, and wishes 
she could ask them “about the waiting, if they felt like giving up after 500 feet, 
or at 550 or 600, but two years ago they had twins, and they moved to town” 
(118). This is stuff you can’t do in fiction, because the parallels are too apt. In 
this case, we’re grateful that Boggs notices and records them.

Boggs personalizes the process by which a person who has resolved only to 
“read a book and chart my temperature” (10) to deal with her infertility even-
tually becomes willing to spend tens of thousands of dollars and subject her 
body to invasive medical procedures and strong, possibly dangerous, pharma-
ceuticals. She challenges the received narratives about natural birth as well as 
insurance policies which make it difficult for people to seek assistance for the 
common medical problem of infertility, and she explains, for anyone who still 
needs to know, that even if you have chosen to do so, you can’t “Just Adopt” 
(one of her chapter titles).

If I could ask for anything more, it would be an exploration of what follows 
the resolution of infertility, be that family building through ART or adoption, 
or a decision to live a life that is “childless” or “child-free”—“I don’t relate to 
either term,” says Boggs’ friend (109). The Art of Waiting touches lightly on 
the concept of reproductive trauma (brought about by miscarriage, infertility, 
or forced sterility) and the potential for post-traumatic growth. How are we 
broken and strengthened by the experience? What does it mean to parent your 
hard-won children? What if you desire more children? What does it mean to be 
generative without (and beyond) children?

Boggs demonstrates how creative nonfiction at its best can crack open re-
ceived wisdom and make policy personal by engaging both the hearts and intel-
lects of readers. This book should help readers be more informed and compas-
sionate about the realities of infertility that one in eight couples face; those who 
are part of the Infertile Underground will, with appreciation, add Belle Boggs 
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to the “wide circle of friends who know what it means to wait for the life they 
wanted” (98).

Kirsten Eve Beachy
Eastern Mennonite University

The Art of Waiting: On Fertility, Medicine, and Motherhood
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Humanitarian Reason:  
A Moral History of the Present 
Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2011
DIDIER FASSIN

There are some books that burst onto the academic scene, promising new 
ways to understand our contemporary world. These do not always have staying 
power—they circulate for a few years, becoming less compelling as they age. 
Fassin’s work is approaching the six-year mark but does not appear to be fol-
lowing that trajectory. 

Individuals, communities and nations exhibit a humanitarian desire to allevi-
ate the suffering of people—the poor, the victims of natural disaster, or civilians 
caught up in wars raging across the globe. Alongside these benevolent aspira-
tions exist the need to secure national-boundaries and finite financial means. It 
appears that not everyone can be helped, so how do we decide who is deserving 
of humanitarian assistance? Fassin argues that the contemporary response to 
social suffering is no longer based on securing rights or bringing about so-
cial justice. Rather, calls for justice have been replaced with a compassionate 
call to alleviate suffering. The outcomes of this ‘humanitarian reasoning’ driv-
ing governmental responses and social policy is not necessarily virtuous. This 
approach may further obscure unbalanced power relations between rich and 
poor, wealthy nations and nations struggling, and places at peace with places 
at war. When people begin to suffer due to these arrangements, humanitarian 
responses tend to focus on symptoms rather than the causes. Fassin argues it 
can obscure the reasons inequalities exist, may foster authoritarianism, and this 
may ultimately limit pathways to social change. 

Nine in-depth case studies provide a means of analyzing the way that hu-
manitarian reason moves through various spheres. The first half of the book 
focuses on France, the author’s domestic research. In the opening case, a new 
government made the decision to make cuts to a social welfare ‘bonus’ that is 
generally distributed in December. This decision was met with protests. To curb 
these protests, the government decided to distribute a billion Euros to those 
deemed to be most in need. Determining who is most in need requires a degree 
of calibration; government employees evaluate the suffering and virtuousness 
of potential recipients. Those in need must write about their miseries, their 
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misfortunes in hopes that they have suffered enough to deserve a ‘Christmas 
bonus’. It became evident that those requesting aid could not demand support, 
nor did they critique the act of removing a previously standard extra payment. 
The language of justice and politics was absent from the appeals, emphasizing 
the victim status of potential recipients. 

The book then moves beyond France’s domestic sphere into the realm of 
global interactions—international NGOs and governmental policies beyond 
national borders. It is not a great surprise that these may reflect realpolitik 
rather than raw compassion, but Fassin’s evaluation of the value of an expatri-
ates’ life in contrast to a local field officer during times of danger highlights 
that persistent dichotomy. It underscores that though the humanitarian values 
attempt to approach all humans as equal, there are inequalities that persist into 
the benefactor and recipient relationship. Fassin takes care not to present the 
infusion of humanitarian values in politics as solely oppressive—we see the re-
cipients of compassion drawing on a language of suffering to articulate politi-
cal goals. However, the ability for a few recipients to act creatively articulates, 
rather than undermines, the potential shortcomings of this humanitarian turn in 
governance. 

The multitude of case studies are effective but also could be a weakness of 
the text--the deep texture of participant’s voices is lacking. However, this book 
is helping to establish a new way of approaching what are old problems (how 
do we address those in need) as they exist in our modern setting. Fassin is help-
ing develop a language to analyze the role of humanitarian values in global re-
lations and it is important to approach this book as part of a dynamic, morphing 
political landscape. The book may not have all the answers but it will certainly 
help scholars and practitioners formulate new questions. 

Alice Neikirk
The Australian National University 
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Citizen: An American Lyric 
Minneapolis, MN: Graywolf Press, 2014
CLAUDIA RANKINE

Claudia Rankine, Frederick Iseman Professor of Poetry at Yale University, 
is no newcomer to the creative writing scene; her resume boasts multiple col-
lections of poetry and awards. The biographical information on her website 
provides proof that her book Citizen is set to be an important text of our time; 
detailing the rankings, nominations, and awards it has captured in multiple lit-
erary genres since appearing on the literary scene published by the impeccable, 
dialed-in, Graywolf Press. Citizen has staying power. Why talk about Citizen 
now? In addition to attracting a significant amount of attention at its publication 
in 2014, it has consistently been called back to the stage as political and cultural 
events prove its relevance (a photo showing a young lady reading this book at a 
rally for Donald Trump quickly went viral); and because of its urgency for our 
time. To read Citizen is to read a story of ourselves, and the knowledge of the 
good and bad which comes from that.

Citizen is in many ways an easy read. A testament to Rankine’s poetic skills, 
the text flows organically, smoothly, and the sections blend seamlessly into a 
cohesive whole. A book of true blended genres, we see Rankine tackling top-
ics in poetry and prose, with images scattered throughout, a natural choice, 
reminding us that we too react to the situations she describes in many ways 
and that in a world of information bombardment we encounter situations in 
different mediums as well. A common strategy in poetry, repetition takes on a 
different nuance within Citizen. It is not just working to emphasize a string of 
words for sound or meaning. It is accentuating a mantra recited daily by people 
of color that the white population does not have thrown into their world with 
the same weight. The connection between questions: “Who did what to whom 
on which day? Who said that? She said what? What did he just do? Did she 
really just say that? He said what? What did she do? Did I hear what I think I 
heard? Did that just come out of my mouth, his mouth, your mouth? Do you 
remember when you sighed?” (63) and commands: “Feel good. Feel better. 
Move forward. Let it go. Come on. Come on. Come on. [...] Move on. Let it go. 
Come on” (66) becomes unnerving. There is repetition too, in the topics Ran-
kine tackles, and how she moves forward in the conversation she has created, 
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while still weaving in those past moments of text. We begin to understand that 
these narratives, though they may seem separate, are interconnected.

This repetition catapults us into more of Citizen’s power as a text, which 
comes from the questions it raises and the realities Rankine flays open for her 
audience through this questioning. These questions are asked of her readers 
both directly and indirectly. In one of her short prose pieces, Rankine of the text 
asks herself regarding a friend’s rhetoric: “Why do you feel comfortable saying 
this to me?” (10). It’s a private thought, but it has a wider reach; beyond that 
moment into the larger conversation of race in America. Similarly, Rankine’s 
presentation of these situations she finds herself in or reads about in the news 
forces her audience to ask tough questions of themselves. Throughout Citizen, 
Rankine calls attention to racial injustice through the lens of law enforcement: 
“And you are not the guy and still you fit the description because there is only 
one guy who is always the guy fitting the description” (105). Rankine does not 
ask her audience why the man fitting the description is always the same. She 
states it as a fact. She does not need to ask her audience these questions directly. 
We come toward them on our own.

Perhaps some of the significance for us as readers, is that Rankine’s book 
insists that we pull ourselves into this very historical, very sensitive, very nec-
essary conversation about race in America. She has crafted a book that has 
power to speak about race and across it. Reading it, as I did, from a background 
steeped in white privilege, forced me to consider my own role in this conversa-
tion and the ways I contribute, even without uttering a word. It is not a space I 
am forced to inhabit daily as some are. It was at times very uncomfortable to 
read. Though this may sound odd to some, it is one of the ways that the text’s 
full power is on display. This book is for everyone, and everyone can learn 
something from this book, if they are willing to listen. The listening is not easy.

Erin Renee Wahl
Fresno Pacific University




