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Preface

hortly after the devasrating atracks of 11 Seprember 2001, we

sat down to address the question that emerged from the
wreckage: “Why do people hate America?” We were convinced that
if America was to respond appropriately to that awful evenr,
there was an urgent need for fresh understanding and debate
about America’s role and relations with the rest of the world. By
the time we finished writing, America was already at war in
Afghanistan. The subsequent events parodied the reasons and
fears we outlined and analysed in our inquiry.

And yet, as the American response began to roll out a pre-
determined policy geared to pre-emprtive use of aggressive power
in the name of self-defence and pro-active democracy-building, a
tide of protest grew in America and around the world. Bur dissent
in America or anywhere else in the world has yet to find a way
to establish an alternative course, And it was the realisation that
the louder and more cogently dissent emerges, the less it seems to
construct an agenda for change, that led us to write this book.

The more we have followed events in America, the more we
have been convinced of the existence of a despening malaise.
What we are pointing to is a cultural condition fashioned out of
history, providing recurrent themes and responses through history,
expressed and represented in the cultural products of American
society, embedded in the self-image and definition of America as
a nation - a condition that makes even rudimentary change
almost impossible. The world’ problems with America begin in
America. We diagnose the root of the problem as the American
psychosis. We do not use this term with technical, psychoanalyrical
exactness. But we do intend it to convey the considered meaning
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of a serious cultural condition, an imbalance and disorder afflict-
ing the whole of American sociery.

What America does to itself, what America is incapable of
achieving within its own society and culture, has consequences
for people everywhere. But before there can be reasoned debate
and viable change, the problem has to be made visible. We have
to try to make the cultural psychosis of the American Dream vis-
ible as a Global Nightmare.

The American Dream begins with a perceprion that is central
to American life. It is the proposition that America is different.
What follows from this widely accepted, almost unconscious
assumption is that America cannot be judged by the srandards
applicable to the rest of the world. America is exceptional. It is a
cultural predisposition shaped by American history and the
specific cultural narratives abstracted from that history. It is a
national ethos expressed in myth. It is a view of the American
national character supported by the values and moral conscious-
ness embodied in myth, that has a profound impact on the politi-
cal rheroric of the nation. As such, it sets the limits of appropriate
political debate within America. It is undoubredly the most danger-
ous culrural delusion; an imminent threat to the security, peace
and well-being not only of Americans bur of people everywhere.

The Global Nightmare is that America has the power to
impose the limitations of its Dream on the reality of everyone’s
life. The pursuir of the American Dream has increasingly become
a substitution of fantasy for a concern for complex reality, the
development of a callousness that describes itself as humani-
tarian concern and dedication to the noblest of human ideals. Its
real consequences are death, suffering, an increasing divide
between rich and poor, a squandering of the human furure, and
building more and more pretexts for conflict as the promise of
tomorrow.

As a pervasive cultural construct, operating at home and
abroad, the American Dream is embedded in American mytho-
logy. We present ten laws of American mythology thar we
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believe are the roots of the American psychosis: cultural forces
that work to make America incapable of wrestling with its own
problems, of properly appraising the impacrt it has on the world
or apprehending the scale and narture of the real problems facing
America and the world. These are not immutable laws; but they
do serve as a powerful tool for analysis. Each law marshals a
complex of cultural effects that make America incapable of
understanding its own power, that make it irresponsible with —
and unaccountable for - the consequences of the uses of its power.
These laws work to reassure Americans that they are a benign
people, a force for good, when in fact American policy, its acts
of commission and omission, is generating, fuelling and susrain-
ing exactly the opposite effects.

We have made an analysis of films central to our argument.
Hollywood is a dream factory. The dreams it fabricates are quin-
tessentially American. They are mass-produced, commercially
driven to affect, entice and resonate with the sensibilities of
Americans, to mirror their preoccupations, interests and view of
the world. This is what makes them such a coherent cultural force
in American society, such a leading sector of the American econ-
omy and prime agent of America’s interaction with the world. If
movies could not speak to America at a visceral level across the
diversity of American society, and through time, the entire cul-
ture of celebrity would not exist; nor would the vast array of econ-
omic activity dependent upon it. The dream factory is not all of
America, but it realistically manipulates what America thinks it
was, is and could be, to make a culture and economy increas-
ingly driven by the desire to be more like the projections pre-
sented on film. This is why it is such a proper and convenient
way to order an analysis of American culture. And it is a dimen-
sion of American culture familiar to people everywhere.

America, we have to conclude, is notr different, not excep-
tional. America is imperfect, flawed, prone to error that has foul
consequences, whether intended or not. Genuine change means
awakening from the American Dream to confront the Global

vii
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Nightmare, and that is not an easy or hopeful prospect. But to
think thar just being hopeful, optimistic and positive is enough,
without introducing profound change in American society itself,
is to cling to delusion. America is not alone in its problems, not
exceptional in its difficulties and dilemmas. Learning to see itself
as part of the imperfections of an imperfect world opens the pos-
sibility of finding answers, new solutions in the struggles of
many nations, peoples and worldviews, all of whom also have a
vested interest in a peaceful, humane and better human future.

In writing this book, we have benefited from valuable advice
and criticism from a host of our friends and colleagues. Thanks
are particularly due to Sohail Inayarullah, Steve Fuller, Richard
Slaughter, Tony Stevenson, Victoria Razak, John Marciano, Vinay
Lal and Jim Dator. Special thanks to Jordi Serra for his expertise
on comics, and Lotfi Hermi for providing invaluable service
with internet searches. Once again, we are very impressed with
Duncan Heath’s careful editing and endless patience; and Jeremy
Cox’s infinite trust and belief in us. As before, Merryl Wyn
Davies would like to thank her mother for continuing to endure
parental neglect and being so damn cheerful abour ir.

London, July 2004
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Introduction: The Ten Laws of
American Mythology

n Ocrober 2003, the people of California voted to replace the

Governor they had re-elected only a year before with the
Austrian-born bodybuilder and action-film hero Arnold Schwarz-
enegger. The electoral victory of a Hollywood superstar, and the
much anticipated poster icon of the Republican Party, was more
than the triumph of a populist candidate. It was a living rableau,
a commentary in action on America. The American Dream,
individualism, the democratisation of everything, distrust of pol-
iticians, resentment of governance, the role of big business in
society and politics, overt and covert aspects of the culture war,
the racial divide, the desire for heroes and the celebrity principle,
all swirled in the mix. And this was California, so the entertain-
ment value of the whole procedure was enormous.

Candidate Schwarzenegger had neither a political action plan
to get California out of its debt crisis nor much experience in
politics. It was premarure to answer actual questions on policy,
the candidate declared; time enough for that after he was in office.
In the meantime, voters should just put their trust in Arnie. And
they did. Whart they elected to trust, and voted for, was celebrity
power: the persona, cultural references and constructed celebrity
of Arnold Schwarzenegger, whose manifesto was his celluloid
output. His campaign buses were named after his films: The
Running Man for Schwarzenegger’s bus, Tofal Recall for the VIP
bus, and Predafor for the buses carrying representatives of the
media who descended on the enterrainment capiral of the world
in huge numbers from all corners of the globe.
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In all, 135 candidartes participated in the California gubernaror-
ial election in an outpouring of democratic participation. Some
candidates electioneered by participating in a Pop [dal-style tele-
vision game show. Among the candidates was a certain Angelyne,
who was famous for being, well, Angelyne. She created her fame
by arresting public attention with a series of billboards that
appeared all over Los Angeles featuring portraits of her in, and
with, her trademark shocking pink accessories. Already a subject
of scholarly dissertations,’ she was a celebrity icon, employed in
advertising and appearing on TV talk shows. There were, of course,
professional politicians aplenty among the candidates, jostling
with serious political wannabes as well as the various porn stars,
minor actors, and other exotica. And at the heart of it all were
profound issues abourt the narure of democracy itself.

The election took place in the aftermath of the most serious
energy crisis ever in the most energy-dependent place on Earth.
It was held in the aftermath of the debacle of deregulation of the
energy industry, a cutting-edge policy of globalisation wreaking
its havoc in America as much as anywhere else in the world. It
was also a wartime election. America was at war on drugs, Aids,
crime, patriotic education, and in the afrermath of 2/11, on
terrorism, with troops in action in Afghanistan and Irag. How to
pay for these wars affected public finances, raxes and financial
resources locally, nationally and internationally. It was an elec-
tion in the wake of the Patriot Acts (legislation that integrates
the work of intelligence agencies and domestic law enforcement
and gives them sweeping new powers of surveillance and monitor-
ing of suspected or potential ‘terrorists’), in a state with one of
the most diverse populations of a hererogenesous nation. In a
nation of immigrants, migration, undocumented workers, illegal
immigration and porous borders were hort issues. California has
always profired from migrant workers who picked the fruirt, did
all the menial jobs, cleaned and scrubbed and cared for the chil-
dren for pittance wages. Now they raised new questions: should
they be accorded recognition and rights or were they a subver-
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sive, even ultimate, threat to the good life? More than enough
weighty issues for voters to care abourt, especially in a state that
is home to a large proportion of the productive capacity and
bases of the American military-industrial complex.

In America, California is the ultimate bellwether state — the
trend-setter, arbiter of the future for America as a whole. In
times of trouble, Americans have upped sticks and headed en
masse for the Golden State in hopes of a better furure. It was the
terminus of the nation’s continental Manifest Destiny. It was
golden because it was the strike-it-rich state of the 1849 Gold
Rush. The surge across the continent to its riches led to the final
destruction of the Native American tribes of the vast middle, the
wild western frontier. And it propelled the nation into its most
deadly conflict, the Civil War, by forcing the question of the aboli-
tion of slavery on all the territories newly carved our along the
way and vying for statehood. In the awful years of the Great
Depression, migrant families lefr their ruined dust-bowl farms
and headed for “California or bust’ in the migrarion depicted in
John Steinbeck’s novel The Grapes of Wrath, and then the Oscar-
winning movie of the same title. From this Golden Srate, head-
quarters of America’s popular culture, home of cinema and rele-
vision entertainment industries, has emanated America’s greatest
export: its vision of itself; the national story consrantly narrated,
recast, reconfigured, reflected upon and redefined in celluloid. In
the year of the gubernatorial election there was even a feel-good
movie in which California featured, playing its characteristic
role in the make-up of the nation. The movie Seabiscuit was a
retelling of history, including a narrared montage of Depression-
era themes, infused with the ethos of the American Dream and the
manufacture of celebrity, alive to the tensions of a bi-coastal
nation, alluding to compassion bur tentative of a polirical
agenda, conservative or radical. It was a characrer piece reflect-
ing on the national character of America. Was President Bush
stating his own philosophy or quoting from Seabiscuif in his
Srate of the Union Address of 2004 when he referred to a nation
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founded on the principle of a *second chance’ — the constant
refrain of the film script?

California may be a glimpse of the future bur it is not entire
America, nor was this a national election. It was a state-wide
election, premised on state legislation, a local affair. The recall
election was necessary because an arcane and previously unused
provision of the state constitution allows for an elected official
to be recalled, forced to seek a new mandate from the electorate,
if challenged by a sufficient number of citizens. It therefore
straddles an old fissure of American politics: the tension berween
federalism, the national frame of reference, and localism, the dis-
tinctiveness and rights of the 50 states. California, for all its
claims and allure, is not the whole picture, only part of the jig-
saw, though hardly microcosmic. The duality of focus berween
the federal nation and the states is inherent in the narure of
America. It is an old spectre enjoying a renaissance in American
polirical rhetoric and policy. Is it the answer to the culture war
that so deeply and acrimoniously divides America? Or is settling
gay marriage — among other issues in that war - on a state-by-
state basis a precursor, as it was in history, of a tiranic struggle
that will eventually have to be resolved by redefinition of the
nature and mission statement of America? To look ar the tableau
is to see reflections of all that concerns America.

Scotrt Madnik and Kelly Kimble contested the election as candi-
dates of the Butt Monkey Beer Party. They made no secret that
their candidacy was a strategic commercial ploy to advance
name recognition of their product: Butt Monkey Beer. °If two
guys who are promoting a beer company can run for the gover-
nor of the fifth largest economy of the world, this process is
broken and better be fixed”, Madnik told the makers of the tele-
vision documentary Schivarzenegger: The Governator.?

The gubernatorial election both is and is not a referendum on
the nature of America. The political rise of the *Governator’, as
Governor Schwarzenegger came to be known, is part of the prob-
lematic nature of America. What it means for the furure con-
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cerns the vital interest not only of Americans but of people
everywhere. America is now engaged in pre-emptive democracy
building in the world’ hottest flashpoint to secure and establish
its vision of the global future. How American democracy is
understood and enacted in the United States can neither be
divorced from, nor ignored by, anyone concerned with how
these nation-building efforts are conceived and operate abroad.
American democracy is abour politics in the most general sense:
it is a process formed within the ideas and culture of a nation,
shaped by its history, constrained and expressed through its myths
and traditions and their ritual forms. And if it ever did, America
no longer stops at its own borders. Whether by virrue of its
direct interventions or through the spread of its ideas and cul-
tural products, America has long cast a global shadow.

In a sense, we are all citizens of America. Non-Americans
have no choice in this; it is a necessity. America is the lone
hyperpower; it is a global presence and a global reality, a derer-
mining fact that shapes the life of every person on the planet
whether they acknowledge and understand it or not. To affect the
condition of our lives as non-Americans we all have to learn
how to engage and negotiate with the problems of America in
American terms. This is the reality, not necessarily a flaw in
America but the consequence of power, the meaning of empire.
America has made its terms of reference global, and for America
that is normal, all that needs to be or should be recognised, all
that its people comprehend. So the worlds problems with
America begin in America as the problems of the American Self,
its self-understanding, worldview, history and future vision.

In our earlier and complementary work, Why Do People
Hate America?, we examined how America is perceived by out-
siders, the non-American citizens of the globe. In American
Diream, Global Nightmare we scrutinise how America looks at
America. This is still a view by outsiders - it could not be other-
wise. But there is an advantage in such examination. The advan-
tage is not dispassionate detachment — America is too close and
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integrated into life everywhere for thar. It is precisely the convic-
tion that what America does to iself it does to the rest of the
world - that what happens in America finds its echoes through-
out the planetr — that we seek to make visible and an agenda for
discussion. The simple fact is that to change the condirions of
our lives as non-Americans we all have to join in the American
discourse. It is not possible to reject, avoid or neglect America.
The question can only be how to live with America; the question
must be how to live in peace with America. There can be no one-
sided change. If change is necessary, it must be negotiated in con-
cert in America as much as anywhere else in the world. Our
point of view is committed to finding peaceful, life-saving and
affirming ways forward. Our aim is to open a second front —
beyond the racit acceprance of malign extremes on all sides — of
constructive argumentative engagement. Walt Whirman heard
America singing in all its variety, and each singing what
belonged to that individual and no one else. We are looking at
America to help it hear the world singing in just such a way, to
find the voice, the language to debate how and why the carols
have become discordant and how we resolve the murual prob-
lems of disharmony.

The constructive engagement of listening and debarting is
exactly what America has lacked so conspicuously. A grear deal
of the blame for this is placed squarely on the shoulders of Presi-
dent George W. Bush. As numerous commentators and writers
have pointed out, his foreign policy is based on ideas formulated
by the Washington-based neo-conservative think-tank, the
Project for the New American Century (PNAC). The PNAC was
founded in 1997 by Vice President Dick Cheney, Defense
Secrerary Donald Rumsfeld, Deputy Defense Secrerary Paul
Wolfowitz, and former Defense Policy Board Chairman Richard
Perle, among others. Its openly declared policy is to establish a
global American empire and subjugarte all nations of the world
to 1ts will.

The Project has its origins much earlier in the aftermath of
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the fall of the Berlin Wall. Dick Cheney, at that time Secretary of
Defense, brought rogether the group headed by Paul Wolfowirz
to think abour American foreign policy in a post-Cold War
world. Colin Powell, then Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
mounted a competing (more ideologically moderate?) bid.
Nicholas Lemann describes what happened next:

Everybody worked for months on the “five-twenty-one brief,”
with a sense that the shape of the post-Cold War world was
at stake. When Wolfowitz and Powell arrived at Cheney’s
office on May 21st, Wolfowitz went first, but his briefing
lasted far beyond the allotted hour, and Cheney (a hawk
who, perhaps, liked what he was hearing) did not call rime
on him. Powell didn’t ger to present his alternate version of
the future of the United States in the world until a couple of
weeks later. Cheney briefed President Bush [the elder], using
material mostly from Wolfowitz, and Bush prepared his
major foreign-policy address. But he delivered it on August 2,
1990, the day that Iraq invaded Kuwait, so nobody noriced.?

The Clinton administration intervened, and the Project had to
be put on hold. However, with another Bush, George W., in the
White House the neo-conservatives were back in business and
when the spectre of *?/11° came to haunt America, found their
time. When President Bush released his ‘National Security
Strategy of the United States of America’, it was an ideological
match to the policies advocated by PNAC.

The ideological stance of the Project is clearly described in its
much-quoted policy paper, “Rebuilding Americas Defenses:
Strategy, Forces and Resources for a New Century’, published in
September 2000.* “At present’, the Project declares, ‘the United
Srates faces no global rival. America’s grand strategy should aim
to preserve and extend this advantageous position as far into the
future as possible.” This will require America to modernise its
military, take weapons into space, increase defence spending and
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control the ‘international commons’ of cyberspace. The four
‘core missions’ for the American military require it to defend the
American homeland; fight and decisively win multiple, simulra-
neous major theatre wars; perform the ‘constabulary’ duties
associated with shaping the security environment in critical
regions; and transform US forces to exploit the ‘revolution in
military affairs’. A clearer declaration of Pax Americana would
be difficulr to find.

The aggressive militaristic strategy of the neo-conservatives
will have its winners and losers. William Rivers Pitt, writer and
managing editor of the radical website truthout.org, sums up the
consequences in these words:

The defense contractors who sup on American tax revenue
will be handsomely paid for arming this new American
empire. The corporations that own the news media will sell
this eternal war ar a profit, as viewership goes through the
stratosphere when there is combat to be shown. Those within
the administration who believe that the defense of Israel is
contingent upon laying waste to every possible aggressor in
the region will have their dreams fulfilled. The PNAC men
who wish for a global Pax Americana at gunpoint will see
their plans unfold. Through it all, the bankrollers from the
WTO and the IMF will be able to dicrate financial terms to
the entire planer ...

There will be adverse side effects. The siege mentality aver-
age Americans are suffering as they smother behind yards of
plastic sheeting and duct rape will increase by orders of magni-
tude as our aggressions bring forth new terrorist attacks
against the homeland. These arracks will require the imple-
mentation of the newly drafred Patrior Act I, an augmenta-
tion of the previous Act thar has profoundly sharper teeth.
The sun will set on the Constitution and Bill of Rights. The
American economy will be ravaged by the need for increased
defense spending, and by the ‘constabulary’ duties in Irag,
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Afghanistan and elsewhere. Former allies will turn on us ...
As the eagle spreads its wings, our rhetoric and their resist-
ance will become more agitated and dangerous. Many
people, of course, will die. They will die from war and from
want, from famine and disease. At home, the social fabric
will be torn in ways that make the Reagan nightmares of
crack addiction, homelessness and AIDS seem tame by com-
parison. This is the price to be paid for empire, and the men
of PNAC who now control the fate and future of America are
more than willing to pay it

But is it only ‘the men of PNAC’, the neo-conservative
Republicans, who are hell-bent on unleashing a new and viru-
lent strain of American imperialism? Are the Democrats, and the
Democratic Party, more benign, more humane and less inter-
ested in promoting imperialism and establishing an empire?
Would America be all that different under a Democratic admin-
istration?

The Democratic counterpart of PNAC is the Progressive
Policy Institute (PPI), an arm of the Democratic Leadership
Council, which includes all the major players in the Democratic
Party. In reply to the neo-comservative manifesto, the ‘New
Democrats’ issued their own policy document under the title
‘Progressive Internationalism: A Democratic National Security
Strategy”. Just as President George W. Bush echoed the ideo-
logical stance of the PNAC in his foreign policy strategy, the
Democratic Presidential nominee for 2004, Senator John Kerry,
reflected the ideas of the New Democrats in his campaign book,
A Call to Service: My Vision for a Better America .’

The PPI manifesto reaffirms “the Democratic Party’s commit-
ment to progressive internationalism — the belief thar America
can best defend irself by building a world safe for individual
liberty and democracy’. It is, therefore, natural for Democrats
to ‘support the bold exercise of American power’ which is
‘grounded in the party’s tradition of muscular internationalism’.
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Democrats, it suggests, will have nothing to do with those who
‘oppose the use of force, and begrudge the resources required to
keep our military strong’. Instead, they ‘will maintain the
world’s most capable and technologically advanced military and
we will not flinch from using it to defend our interests anywhere
in the world’; they believe “that America should use its unparal-
leled power to defend our country and to shape a world in which
the values of liberal democracy increasingly hold sway’ and
would work ar ‘progressively enlarging the zone of market
democracies’. This militaristic, corporate strategy would make
*‘Americans safer than the Republicans’ go-it-alone policy’.

Beyond the rhetoric of multilateralism, the occasional nod at
the rest of the world, is there not an overlap, a commonality in
basic outlook between the projections of the neo-conservatives
and the new democrats? Are the distinctions ones of style or sub-
stance in the consequences they would have for America, or
indeed for the rest of the world? The Democrats are not chal-
lenging the neo-conservative notion of absolute American supre-
macy and “full spectrum of dominance’; nor are they too worried
about the Bush administration’s policy of ‘pre-emptive strikes’ or
‘regime change’. This is why, as their manifesto openly admits,
the Democrats supported the wars against Afghanisran and Irag
without hesitation. They even back President Bush’ plans to
‘return Latin America to American leadership® by subverting
democracy in Venezuela.

The opening paragraph of ‘A Democratic National Security
Strategy” is particularly interesting;:

As Democrats, we are proud of our party’s tradition of
tough-minded internationalism and strong record in defend-
ing America. Presidents Woodrow Wilson, Franklin D.
Roosevelt and Harry Truman led the United States to victory
in two world wars and designed the post-war international
institutions that have been a cornerstone of global security
and prosperity ever since. President Truman forged demo-

10
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cratic alliances such as NATO that eventually triumphed in
the Cold War. President Kennedy epitomized America’s com-
mitment to ‘the survival and success of liberty.” Jimmy Carter
placed the defense of human rights ar the center of our for-
eign policy. And Bill Clinton led the way in building a post-
Cold War Europe whole, free, and at peace in a new partner-
ship with Russia. Around the world the names of these
Democratic statesmen elicit admiration and respect.”

It is a classic statement of the American perspective on history. It
is a very particular kind of history, narrow in focus and short on
acknowledgement of whar these *triumphs” depended on and
how they were affected by the affairs of other people and
nations. And, as British journalist John Pilger was quick to point
out, ‘New Democrats come from a tradition of liberalism that
has built and defended empires as “moral” enterprises’. He
argued that the Democratic Party has in facr lefr a longer trail of
blood, theft and subjugation; its homicidal history is always jus-
tified with ‘a noble mantle’.®

The conundrum of style or substance is not new, but goes
back to America’s overt entry into the business of empire. The
imperial mission was first conceived by Theodore Roosevelr and
his conservarive coterie. The ideological justifications for empire,
a homage in adapration to the British Empire, were extensively
worked out before the Republican Roosevelt became the 26th
president of the United States in 1201. Empire was the logical
extension of the American frontier to a global scale. It was the
application of the ‘strenuous life” frontier motif essential to hone
the survival of the fittest to keep America vital and dominant. It
was therefore a unilateral, racialist, social-Darwinian doctrine
of open aggression. This vision of empire was contested by the
Democrat Woodrow Wilson, the 28th president (1913-21),
immortalised as the founder of the League of Nations. Re-elected
on the promise of keeping America out of the bloody trenches of
Europe where the First World War was raging, Wilson in fact

"
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authored the venerable Democratic tradition of taking America
to war. The old adage, of course, being that Democrats start
wars, Republicans end them. A devoted advocate of American
exceptionalism, Wilson saw the nation as uniquely charged to
bring about the ‘ultimate peace of the world”. The intellecrual
and rhetorical foundations for an interventionist American for-
eign policy are contained in his war message to Congress of
April 1917, America’s war aim was more than the defear of
German aggression: “The world must be made safe for democ-
racy.” America must fight “for the rights and liberties of small
nations, for a universal dominion of right by such a concert of
free peoples as shall bring peace and safery to all nations and
make the world itself at last free’. Close reading of the fine print
of Wilson’ philosophy shows that he conceived of democracy
purely for European nations, and subscribed to the conventional
belief that other races had neither the civilisation nor the apri-
tude for democracy and therefore would not be offered access to
the ‘self determination of all peoples’. His rebuff of the Japanese
delegation ar the Versailles Conference ending the First World
War, when they sought an article recognising the principle of
racial equality, engendered the dynamic that eventually pro-
pelled America into the Second World War.

In pracrice and effect, America has alternate poles of imperial
pretension, both of which can nestle within the rhetoric of a
‘moral’ quest. The Roosevelt miliraristic vision of imperialism
was:

backed by nothing more substantial than the norion thar the
manifest destiny of the United States was to govern racially
inferior Latin Americans and East Asians. Wilson laid over
that his own hyperidealistic, sentimental, and ahistorical
ideas thar whar should be sought was a world democracy
based on the American example and led by the United States.
It was a political project no less ambitious and no less pas-
sionately held than the vision of world Communism launched
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at almost the same time by the leaders of the Bolshevik

Revolution.?

William Pfaff argues that America is ‘still in the intellecrual
thrall of the megalomaniacal and self-righteous clergyman-
president [Wilson] who gave to the American nation the blasphe-
mous conviction that it, like he himself, had been created by God
“to show the way to the nations of the world, how they shall
walk in the path of liberry™>.'"

Ideology is only one element of America’ impact on the
world, Empire also requires the strucrures and processes to sus-
tain and implement dominance. Successive Democrat presidents
have played their part in laying the building blocks of American
empire. It was Franklin D. Roosevelt who transformed the
rherorical motif of war into a pervasive social metaphor thar has
become a lasting total war psychosis. His New Deal programme,
a response to the appalling social carnage of the Great Depres-
sion, saw the military as the model institution for the construc-
tion of new kinds of collaboration to address the problems of
society. It was the kernel out of which the military-industrial
complex emerged. A phalanx of organisations and programmes
cemented new relationships between government, business and
experts to mastermind mass mobilisation of the nation with mil-
itary precision to combat poverty and promote regeneration. It
prepared and readied the nation for total war afrer Pearl Harbor
propelled America into the Second World War. It was Roosevelt
who authorised the secret research project for the ultimate in
total, mechanised war: the Manhattan Project. It was Harry S.
Truman who became the only world leader to authorise the use
of nuclear weapons. As inheriror of the mass mobilisation of
the Second World War, it was Truman who began its transition
into the national security state as he accepred the logic of mov-
ing from world war to Cold War, the psychosis of threat becom-
ing the condition of national existence predicated on Senator
Arthur Vandenberg’s advice to Truman to *scare the hell our of
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the American people’. It was John F. Kennedy who first commit-
ted America to war in Vietnam. It was his successor Lyndon B.
Johnson who saw his commitment to the radical Greart Society
consumed by the logic of American militarism that eventually
led to the deaths of some three million people in Indo-China.
And for all their *muscular internationalism’, it was Bill Clinton
who first subverted the negotiation of the Kyoto Treaty on
climate change, refused to support the International Courr of
Human Rights, refused to sign the Landmine Treaty, bombed an
aspirin factory in the Sudan, threatened South Africa with trade
sanctions if it did not abandon plans to use cheaper generic Aids
drugs, and supported Russia in its brutal war in Chechnya.

In consequences for the rest of the world, there has been lirtle
to choose between the war-affirming rhetoric of the new demo-
crats and the Democratic Party and the war-mongering declara-
tions of the neo-conservatives and their Republican mentors.
Both sides are wedded to the *national security state” and welded
to corporate interests. Both have contributed to and participated
in the operation of American empire.

It is not thar there is no difference berween Republican and
Democrat, in either domestic or foreign policy, though that
argument is made with characteristic mordant wit by Gore
Vidal. America, he says, is ruled by one oligarchy with two
names: republican and democrat.!" But there is less distincrive-
ness than Americans perceive. Both parties draw upon, reflect
and project a repertoire of cultural themes consistent through
American history and so pervasive as to be invisible to
Americans, so seamless and interlinked as to permir different
configurations of argument to be presented without overthrow-
ing the consistency of the whole in its consequences and effects,
especially in America’ relations with the rest of the world. The
existence of this American psyche is what makes a world of dif-
ference berween Republican and Democrar for Americans and
almost no difference ar all for outside observers, passive recipi-
ents of the American Way. It is the themes and meaning of this

14



INTRODUCTION:THETEN LAWS OF AMERICAN MYTHOLQGY

common inheritance that we seek to examine and make visible,
for it is the foundation on which the problems berween America
and the world have been constructed. It is the real agenda for
change, for different ways of seeing the world and its problems
that we urgently need to be able to debate.

The presidential election of 2004 purported to offer a clearer
choice, especially in global orientation, than any in recent mem-
ory. We would not disagree. Indeed, if we were Americans, we
would probably feel ourselves compelled to be Democrats as the
first glimmer of making a difference. Yer, viewed from another
angle, 2004’ elecrion appeared as the clearest demonstration of
Vidal’s oligarchy there has ever been. In the Republican corner,
George W. Bush: millionaire son of a former president, founder
of Zapata Petroleum, an alumnus of Yale University and its élite
student society Skull and Bones. In the Democrat corner, John
Kerry: millionaire son of a Massachusetts family whose involve-
ment with politics goes back to 1600, husband of Teresa Heinz,
the kerchup conglomerate heiress (his first wife was equally, fab-
ulously wealthy], an alumnus of Yale University and Skull and
Bones.

Polirics and governance in America has always been the
domain of a narrow élite. It was envisioned precisely in those
terms by the predilections of the architects of the American
Constitution, the Founding Fathers who had a horror of mob
rule and pinned their democratic faith firmly on men of property.
And property, or wealth, has become an essential ingredient for
participation in American politics. It has been estimated thar it
requires at least $2 million to get elected to Congress. During the
2000 election, George Bush raised $100 million for his campaign
war chest. In 2004, this figure increased to the incredible $190
million! You have to be wvery, very rich to play politics in
America, as Ross Perot, Stephen Huffingron, Steve Forbes and
Michael Bloomberg, among others, made abundantly clear by
bankrolling their own political endeavours. It is less ralked of, less
obvious that from political generation to political generation
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those elected to office come disproportionately from among the
ranks of the possessors of inherited and transmitted wealth. In
America a mere 13,000 richest families now enjoy as much
income as do its 20 million poorest householders. By 1999, Bill
Gartes alone owned as much wealth as the borrom 40% of
Americans. Meanwhile, one in three Americans earns $8 or less
an hour; some 40% of American children live below or near
poverty level. It is a popular myth, confounded by the institution
of the family trust fund, that wealth and the noblesse oblige fol-
lowing from it is a constantly changing parade of new personnel.
Old money does not fade on the vine, and what it takes to join
the ranks of the wealthiest is a constant upward spiral.

The spirit of democratisation should be anathema to a pluto-
cratic oligarchy in America. But throughour the layers and levels
of American governance the familial and genuinely dynastic
principle has applied. The trend started early and shows no signs
of abating. America’s sixth president, John Quincy Adams, was
the son of its second president, John Adams. The Adamses were,
one might say, originators of the genre. The Roosevelts were
certainly noble conveyors of the tradition. The Kennedys — one
president, two senators and presidential candidates, various
congressmen and state officials and political activists — and the
Bushes — two presidents, one senator, the father of the elder Bush
{or Bush 41 as he is now commonly known), two state gover-
nors and numerous political careers in the making — show the
mould is far from broken. Nothing succeeds in American politics
like family connections. It was true for Al Gore. It is true in the
elecroral swing state of Ohio, where their governor, Robert Taft
111, is the scion of the family that has seen two other Robert Tafts
elected to represent the state in the US Senate, and which
descends from President William H. Taft. In neighbouring Indiana
there are the Bayhs. Father Birch Bayh moved through various
rungs of state office before election to the Senate and a run for
the presidency. He is succeeded by son Evan who also served his
state, eventually becoming Governor before entering the Senate,
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and who is repeatedly spoken of as a coming man of potential
presidential candidacy.

To sustain a modern political career requires not only family
connections but corporate bankrolling and funding from the
whole plethora of professional business and special interest
lobbyists with money to spend for political access and influence.
Key American industries and new technologies have been
founded on government investment, funding of research and
development, and military expenditure. The interconnection, the
revolving-door exchange of personnel between military, business
and government is an essential feature of the American land-
scape, Democrat and Republican. It provided an underlying
issue of the 2004 election in the figure of vice presidential candi-
date Dick Cheney. Cheney went from politics — Senator for
Wyoming and serving as Secretary of Defense — to CEQ of
Halliburton, a major oil industry conglomerate. Returning to
politics as the most engaged and activist Vice President ever, he
first oversaw a major revision of America’s energy policy. When
America went to war in Irag, Halliburton was a major benefici-
ary of contracts for both the military and the rebuilding of Iraqi
infrastructure. These contracts were never competitively ten-
dered. Halliburton was in dispute with the government for over-
charging on its contracts to the military, for both the supply of
fuel and feeding the troops. And all while it still had financial
obligations to Vice President Cheney, whose financial severance
package on returning to public office was staggered over a period
of years.

Corporate America is an actor on the political scene. And
corporate America has been in a mess. When Enron, the oil
corporation, collapsed, its workers and average stockholders
lost an estimated $25 to $50 million worth of pension funds; but
the company executives walked away with hundreds of millions
of dollars. There have been numerous other corporate scandals
- such as WorldCom, Tyco and Xerox — mega swindles involv-
ing countless billions. Qwest, for example, the fourth largest
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telephone company, disclosed debr of $26 billion! The perform-
ance of corporate America has been part of what Paul Krugman
terms the ‘spiral of inequality” that has overtaken America as a
whole.'? In 1973 the typical corporate CEO received 40 times
the income of the average worker. By 2000 this disparity ranged
from 190 to 419 times average earnings. In the same period the
lowest two quintiles have seen their income acrually decline. The
result of this ‘unprecedented redistribution of income towards
the rich’ led John Cassidy to argue that America was no longer a
middle-class society, its disparities in wealth being greater than
in any other major industrial nation. ‘If anything, America with
s widening income gap, 1ts vast, deepening divergences in
everything from education to life expecrancy berween rich and
poor, is less democratic today ... than in 1950°, argues David
Rieff of the World Policy Institute.'

The rise of corporate power and concentrated wealth has
been accompanied by successive phases of ballooning public
indebtedness. This land of plenty is facing a severe public debt
problem — which brought Arnold Schwarzenegger to the fore in
California - that has produced a savagely regressive social pol-
icy. The richest nation on Earth needs a daily injection of $1.5
billion, borrowed from abroad, to sustain its deficit! And the
successive deficits were, in large part, accounted for and justified
by military expenditure, under Ronald Reagan to fund tax cuts
and the final push to win the Cold War and under George W.
Bush to fund tax cuts and pursue the war on terrorism.

Indeed, to non-Americans, America looks like a very odd
place. America seems always to be at war not just with the rest
of the world, but with itself. Its education system is in paralysis,
swinging violently between political correctness and Religious
Right. Its excessive consumer-orientated lifestyle — defended so
aggressively by both Republican and Democrat administrations
- is not only dangerously unsustainable bur is actually choking
the world. Its minorities — blacks, Asians and Latinos — are mar-
ginalised and remain apart from the dominant white communi-
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ties. Perperual fear sralks its city streets, reaching pathological
proportions after the dreadful atrocity of 2/11 with the emer-
gence of homeland security, Patriot Act 1, Patrior Act II, popula-
tion screening and Operation TIPS - the terrorism information
and prevention service, which encourages janitors, construction
workers and delivery personnel to spy on their neighbours and
report their actions. This paranoia is not just America’s problem.
It is the ailment at the heart of the global hyperpower, and all of
us need to question how the condition can be survived, treated
and rehabilirated to artain a sustainable future for the world at
large.

Arnold Schwarzenegger’s most famous screen persona is that of
The Terminator. James Cameron’s 1984 film retells the New
Testament’s Annunciation story. A rebel from the 21st century
{Archangel Gabriel) comes back in time to warn a Los Angeles
waitress, Sarah Connor (Virgin Mary), that she is to be the
mother of a political Messiah who will bring salvation to the
world. But if the Redeemer is to be born, she has to be saved from
the Cyborg, also a product of a post-nuclear-war future, who is
on a mission to kill her. The Archangel falls in love with the
Virgin and impregnates her with the Messiah. Arnold Schwarz-
enegger plays the robor that descends from 2027 to the Los
Angeles of 1984 in pursuit of a human enemy. The robort is “part
man, part machine. Underneath it is a hyperalloy combar chas-
sis, microprocessor controlled, fully armored, very tough; but
outside it’s living human tissue, flesh, skin, hair, blood’, making
it indistinguishable from other humans. But even the outer
human characteristics are controlled by a clinical logic: ‘it can-
not be reasoned with, it cannot be bargained with, it doesn’t feel
pity, remorse or fear. And it absolutely will not stop. Ever. Until
you are dead.” Throughour the film, the Terminator pursues its
enemy with fanatical zeal, killing or destroying whoever and
whatever comes into its path, putting itself together again when
bits of its anatomy are shot or blown apart. In the specracular
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finale, the Terminator is blown up and burnt to cinders. Its metal
skeleron rises from the ashes and carries on with its mission. The
skeleron too is chopped to bits, but the individual bits come to
life and continue with their goal.

American psychosis is the conceprual equivalent of the
Terminator. On the outside, American society looks almost
banal in its ordinariness and orderliness; but underneath it is all
manufactured mythology which motivates and drives its psy-
chosis. Like the Terminator, it is not easy to reason with
America; and it pursues its military and corporate goals, the
preservation of its lifestyle and the perperual, global expansion
of its empire with fanatical zeal, slaying and demolishing what-
ever may come or stands in its way. Like the Terminator,
America seems never to understand or give up — It just goes on
doing what its mythology demands. And, just as the story of The
Terminator is wrapped around a religious fable, so the narrative
of America is shrouded in a religiosity of Biblical proportions.

The psyche of America, all that defines Americana, is deeply
entrenched in myth. The mythic narrative tradition of America is
a particular vision of history, national purpose and the future.
This mythology is shaped by ten laws which form an integral
part of American consciousness, a collective inheritance thar car-
ries the nation beyond the deep, entrenched divide in its politics
and society. Some of these proposirions are socially and intellect-
ually articulated while others are unstated, but all are believed
with firm religious conviction. All segments of American society
- Republicans and Democrats, various shades of conservarives
and liberals, rich and poor - are affected by and operate under
these propositions. They appeal not by being nebulous and
undefined star-spangled populism but by manipularing enduring
themes in American history and mythology.

Here, then, are the ten laws of Americana.
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Law 1: Fear is essential

‘Be afraid, be very afraid’ is the American condition. To live in
America is to be beset by fear, anxiety and insecurity, to be sur-
rounded by potential harm, enemies and evil intent. And the
wolf has always been ar the door. A nation of optimists is the
more usual self-representation of America. Repertitively, Holly-
wood films conclude with a resolution, a rescue, and the winners
ride off into the sunser or snuggle into a warm embrace that
reassures us they will live happily ever after. The formulaic end-
ing, however, is necessary because the plot, the narrative, is
founded on and propelled by fear and anxiety, the dark essential
underpinning of the American condition. For America fear is an
original, natural condition, the inescapable birth rite {and birth
right), the inherited condition of a fragile existence that must
constantly be defended. Withourt fear there is no America; con-
stant recourse to fear is the motivating force that determines its
acrions and reactions.

Law 2: Escape is the reason for being

America was an idea before it was a country, and the country was
shaped in conformity to the idea. The idea of America was cre-
ated by publicity, PR and propaganda with a purpose. America
was devised to be an escape route from all the ills known to the
societies and nations of the Old World. It was conceived as a refuge
that recruited its citizens from elsewhere - a refuge from persecu-
tion, from poverty, from unemployment and lack of opportunity -
in search of room to breathe, in search of a place to recreate them-
selves and shape a new lifestyle free from constraints, inhibirions
and restraints. So America is founded on the premise of escape
from omne’s self; the place to recreate one’s self in a more desir-
able, a truer, idealised form. This was overtly part of the election
platform of Arnold Schwarzenegger — he was the candidate who
most truly embodied the American myth, not as dream but lived
reality. Escapism is America in multiple senses that have worked
themselves through the cultural repertoire of American life.
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Law 3: Ignorance is bliss

The greatest of all myths in the mythologising national empire of
America is that of American exceprionalism. America, goes the
theme, is different. Different because it was consciously created
to be a departure from all that was wrong with the Old World,
to be a fresh start for humanity in a virgin land. The ideology of
America is the paradox of the will to individual freedom in the
most nationalist of nation states. Because its ideology created a
‘perfect union’ with a model structure of government, America
was blessed and spared the ills and pains of the rest of the world.
Further, the enterprise of free citizens in a rich and spacious land
of abundance made America a land of opportunity and wealth
for all, the American Dream. The constant reiteration of this
mantra running through American self-description and firmly
embedded in the American psyche achieves the wonders of ignor-
ance. America is honest about neither its own history nor the rest
of the world. The strength of belief in American exceptionalism
becomes a rationale for ignorance about the outside world and
for discounting what others have to say abour America. It is the
great insulating ethos, the ultimate reason to glory in ignorance.

Law 4: America is the idea of nation

The Nation is the focus of American life. It is not only the vessel
of myth, but essential for myth-making. The iconography of
nationalism is ubiquitous in American life. Patriotism, the invoca-
tion of nationalism and pride in nation, are common reflexes
expressed in personal behaviour, social events and the popular
culture of America. The icons of nation are sanctified because
the nation itself is invested with sacred significance. To pur it
another way: America is extremely nationalist. Yet Americans,
for all their display of nationalism, would deny the epithet
nationalist — a questionable, potentially dangerous ideology
subject to manipulation for inhumane ends and purposes.
Americans are proud Americans, not rabid nationalists. This
blind spot occurs precisely because the concept of nation is con-
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flated with sanctity and understood as a set of values, rights and
defining characteristics, not as commitment to nation. Further-
more, this set of American values is open to, and should be
sought by, all peoples everywhere. The nation that is America is
full of the self-description of the values and ideals that ought to
belong to all people - therefore America, as nation, is the furure

of all people.

Law 5: Democratisation of everything is the essence of America
Democratisation is the empowerment of the individual self - it is
what America was created for. The wilderness and the frontier
are the blank canvas over which each individual could inscribe
themselves. The mythic narratives of America centre on the indi-
vidual and their make-or-break efforts to recreate themselves.
Individual liberty is the cornerstone of the enterprise of America.
Fach aspect of life can and should be democratised, from fast
food to fast fashion, violence and gun laws to access to por-
nography. Indeed, the very idea of Democratisation = America.

Law 6: American democracy has the right to be imperial and
express itself through empire

The peopling of America by white Anglo-Saxons was a work of
imperialism. The first settlers, the paragons for and makers of
mythology, the stock characters in the myth of the American
nation, were the agents of imperialism, the creative force in the
formartion of the American nation. When Americans declared
their independence, asserting their democraric rights and liberties
vis-a-vis the British Empire, they construcred another mytho-
logical miasma. The nation of free citizens in fact expanded and
realised their nation by the processes of empire. The relations of
metropolis and periphery were, in the case of America, internal
to what was made the expanding nation. America was an empire
at home constructing an economy that required new inputs of
land and mineral resources to serve its capital accumulation, and
then new markets to service its industry. Far from being the
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prototype site of opposition to colonies and empires, imperial-
ism and empire are there in America right from its inception.

Law 7: Cinema is the engine of empire

The birth of cinema was contemporaneous with the first stir-
rings of off-shore American imperialism. American cinema
assumed an imperial mission both at home and abroad. Ar home
the cinema made visual and potent the mythic narratives of
America for the greatest influx of new immigrants the nation
had ever seen. It made the imagery of America iconic. It builr the
narrative tradition of America into formulaic storylines replete
with stock characters. The cinema builr into itself the traditions
and forms of American mass culture and provided the perfect
serting for formalising the mass nature of American culture. The
project of America, the notion that America is the idea of nation
(Law 4}, was formalised and made manifest in cinema. And this
standardised, industrialised, manufactured product became
America’s greatest export, the idea of Self it represented to the
world, and through which 1t demomnised, appropriared and brought
other cultures within its own purview.

Law 8: Celebrity is the common currency of empire

The basis of celebrity is publicity, the means to grab and hold the
attention of the public. The ability of American celebrities to
dominate the attention of the entire world is the foundation of
an empire built on and for trade and commerce. The techniques
that create celebrities are the same techniques employed to mar-
ket and sustain political power. Celebrities encode values and
ideas that are projected on the globe and serve to enhance the
power of the empire - as such, celebrity is the truly cosmic realm
of American empire. The Oscars are annually broadcast world-
wide. They are more than one of the highest rated television pro-
grammes. They are collective ritual where obeisance is made to
the engine of empire {Law 7). The ritual performance of the
Oscar ceremony is a demonstration of global power and domi-
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nation that will provide headlines, column inches and immense
economic rewards around the globe for the year to come.

Law 9: War is a necessity

America projects itself as a bastion of peace, a haven of democ-
racy and concord. But the reality is radically different from the
self-perception. America emerged from a war, consolidared and
built the nation through war, expanded and emerged as an
empire through war, and now maintains its global hegemony
through war. Even before 9/11, it had waged war on over half
the nations of the globe. Its economy is a war economy. Its
science and technology is deeply entrenched in the military
machine, It sustains and runs the most formidable war machine
in history. The images and metaphors of war permeate every
aspect of American society and culture - in films, television pro-
grammes, video games, fashion, children’s toys, social pro-
grammes and political rhetoric. An alliance of neo-conservative
ideologues, free-market right-wingers and evangelical Christians
s now waging war against the social contract, the inner-ciry
poor, pro-choice women, gays, big government and the constitu-
tional separation berween religion and the state, secular reason
and religious beliefs. And to top it all we have the notion of
preventive, pre-emptive war, the translation of the early-19th-
century Monroe Doctrine of America’s right to unchallenged
secure dominance in its hemisphere into a neo-conservative pol-
icy for global domination. For America war is a necessity, for war
has become 1ts reason to be.

Law 10: American tradition and history are universal narratives
applicable across all time and space

Laws 1 to 2 combine to provide the architecrural framework and
mythic narrative of the idea of America. But America sees this
mythology, and its laws, not as local, provincial perceprions but
as universal narrative. Global hegemony now becomes synony-
mous with the exporr of American history and tradition that can
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be applied and imposed on anyone, anywhere, anytime. After all,
they are universal values!

Collectively these laws define the nature of the American Dream;
they explain how and why America behaves as it does, and has
become a global nightmare. The laws of Americana are not
defined by one election - they are at work in all elections, appli-
cable to American domestic politics, foreign policy and culrural
power in general. With America now the lone hyperpower, these
laws affect every citizen of every country. If this emerging course
of American affairs is to be negotiated, addressed or debarted,
first it must be clarified and analysed.

In this book, we will elaborate the ten laws of American
mythology, trace their origins and historical context and explore
how they shape contemporary American politics, society and
culture. The idea of America forms the upbringing of any non-
American of a certain age. Anyone who grew to years and con-
sciousness with the rise of the technology of mass communica-
tion grew up with America by just watching television. Bur our
distincrion from Americans of similar years is singularly impor-
tant. We did not grow only with and through American mass
popular culture; we are at least bi-cultural beings, possessors and
inheritors of much more than Americana. It is this consciousness
we bring to the debate. America’s ethos and heroes are ours and
not ours. We grew with an internal ser of contradictions and
debate which we now externalise because we, unlike Americans,
can create the mental distance to see the connections berween
the embedded ideas of mass popular culture and their strangle-
hold on the operation of American society, in American society
and on the rest of the world.

What matters about America is the way that the various
strands of its own paradoxes and seeming diversity, or at least
duality, of opinions and ideas find a comfortable home in its
mythology and mesh together to create one universal outlook.
The central representation of the nation as a set of values
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envelops the whole world within the ambir and proper sphere of
American dominance. All human history leads to America and
America leads to the human future for everyone. The laws we
identify, each in their singularity and ramifications reinforce and
expand the porential for empire while denying the narionalism,
militarism and imperial operation of America — thus leaving the
American populace to enjoy its isolationism and sense of toral
innocence, believing its nation to be a force for good, one that
does only good deeds for fine ennobling ends, that makes the
American Dream available for people everywhere. The laws
work so well that Americans not only do not know burt are pur-
posely distracted, diverted and dissuaded from knowing; and
everywhere prevented from framing an inquiry and debate that
reasons with reality in a different way.

As laws, the ten principles of Americana have multiple layers
of meaning and diverse arenas of applicability. Otherwise, why
would they be laws?
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CHAPTER ONE

Drums Along the Mohawk:
America as Myth and the
Myth of America

T o live in America is to be beset by fear, anxiety and insecur-
ity, to be surrounded by potential harm, enemies and evil
intent. America’s fear and how it has expressed its desire for self-
defence has become a global issue since the horrific events of
9/11, 2001. Bur the condirion itself is not a result of the appal-
ling arrack on the World Trade Center. It is not the consequence
of a new onslaught — international terrorism - breaking through
the protection of the American homeland. The rationale for
America’s response to terrorism is shaped by history and the spe-
cial terrors that inform America’s sense of history. For America,
fear is an original, narural condition, the inescapable birth rite
{and birth right), the inherited condirion of a fragile existence that
constantly must be defended. Without fear there is no America.
The terrible events of 9/11 struck a deep chord in the American
psyche because they could be understood through familiar ideas
long established in the culture and history of the nation.

Fear looms as a reality within the narrative history, myth and
legends of America. It has been a driving force of American
endeavour. The ferocious fearlessness of heroes in the land of the
brave dominates the foreground as the official version of what
the story is about. But without the terrors that tested them,
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heroism and bravery have no meaning. The selective process that
translates history into myth is designed to emphasise enduring
motifs, values and ideas extracted from particular experience. It
is the special relationship berween landscape and environment,
the background context of history, that establishes their endur-
ing significance. For its white settlers, America was a new world
full of strange, unfamiliar dangers. It was inhabited by people
who posed a constant threat to the advance of European sertle-
ment, as well as a challenge to the very idea of being human
established by the natural laws that Furopeans derived from
their religion and history. Sustaining myths sustain because they
are a response to the specific problems that lurk in the back-
ground. It is the particular kinds of fear, how they were under-
stood and responded to in the making of America, that forms the
culrural tradition of the nation.

Myth is a very specific term. Myths are narrations of origin
and the creation of phenomena that are social and collective,
rather than individual. Mythic narratives construct sets of values
and meanings transmitted from generation to generation, form-
ing a rhetoric, a language of ideas and relationships through which
a society defines its identity, understands itself, and explains,
interprets and shapes the world around it. Myth is enacred in
ritual; it empowers and deploys symbols and symbolic language.
Mythic stories rerold with shifts of emphasis are a means to
adapt to change, their mortifs and ideas reconfigured not only to
account for change but to extend meaning and values that
manipulate the course of change. Myth is the context of under-
standing in which history occurs, and myth is often more potent
and important than mere historic fact. People and nations can
and do act as if the myth were fact and end by making myth
manifest as reality. All societies have a mythic tradition. In the
case of America, a land sertled and a nation created in a profu-
sion of lerters and declarations, it is possible to see how its mythic
tradition has been forged from its history, consciously con-
structed, persistently employed, widely disseminated and subject
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to subtle shifts over time. The mythic narratives are dramatised
and populated with representative characters whose actions play
out the meaning and tensions of American ideals and moral con-
sciousness. This vibrant narrative tradition shapes and informs
the American psyche. Narturally, its formulae are made into
movies,

To explore the psyche of a culrure there is no berter place to
look than at what is in plain sight. Cinema is the mass medium
of America, the new technology of self-expression that drew into
itself the concerns, history, myth and aspirations of the land and
its people. Employing the narrative formulae of American litera-
ture; retelling the tales of the penny dreadfuls, dime novels and
yellow press; visualising the scenes and stock characters of myth
and legend; realising the life of a new urban population in the
most realist medium of expression, made by people from this
new urban population for those who were the mass of the audi-
ence: cinema is the most characteristic product of American
culture, and its greatest export. The flickering nickelodeon, the
silver screen in the plush picrure palace, the ultimate con-
venience of the family drive-in cinema, the multiplex in the mall:
they captivated America, gathering in the narion because what
they projected was a verisimilitude of the past, present and future
of America. The movies negotiated, reconfigured, expressed and
amplified the American self in its past, present and future possi-
bilities to become the cultural paradigm par excellence, the
medium of the American mythic tradition.

And there in plain sight driving the narrative of this most
narrative form is fear. It i1s more than a convennonal dramatic
device. American cinema shows us primal fears characreristic of
the history of America, embedded in place and rime and work-
ing through time. Pervasive and particular kinds of fear mark
them as essentially American. Cinema explores the ferrile tap-
root of the American psyche. It shows us how this complex
worldview came to be, its preoccupations and how they are to
be faced. Cinema cultivates and spreads appropriate attitudes
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and responses to fear, helpfully personified in stock characters
and formulaic stories that entertain because they are so attuned
to their audience.

Drums Along the Mohatvk is a film epic in scope, domestic
in focus, a wilderness tale. It was made in 1939, the year Holly-
wood revived the Western as a main feature movie genre, begin-
ning a 30-year period when it was central to American popular
culture. The film is directed by John Ford, quite simply the mas-
ter of the medium and the man largely responsible for shaping
our visual image of the American West. In 1939 he also made
Stagecoach, the film that launched John Wayne on the road to
stardom as the iconic cinematic embodiment of the Western hero
and much else. And Stagecoachk is the most allegoric, elegiac,
genuinely mythological and visually potent Western of all. Ford
also made Young Mr Lincoln, a fiction of the early career of
Abraham Lincoln concerned with his central place in American
myth, public imagination and political ideology. Each of these
films is a reflection on what fascinated John Ford throughour his
career: the making of myth and the importance of myth in mak-
ing the idea of America.

Dirwoms Along the Mobawk begins where America begins. The
opening caption reads: ‘1776, the year of the Declaration of
Independence.” Its final sequence is the arrival of a military con-
tungent bearing the new flag of the new nation: “There it is.
Thar’s what we’ve been fighting for. Thirteen stripes for the
colonies, thirteen stars in a circle for the union.” The film is a
succession of iconic scenes and images, encyclopaedic in their
references, and includes all the elements integrated into the
mythic tradition of how America began and the condition in
which 1t came to be.

The domestic focus of the film is the story of Gil Martin and
his new wife, Magdelana. It begins with their marriage amidst
silks and finery at the home of Magdelana’s parents, a grand
substantial house in Albany. With proper reverence the congre-
gation pray for the couple ‘as they go forth into the wilderness’.

32



AMERICA AS MYTH ANDTHE MYTH OF AMERICA

The ceremony over, the newlyweds climb aboard the humble
wagon that will convey them to Gils farm in the Mohawk
Valley. “It’s always been like this since Bible days, each genera-
tion must make its way in one place or another’, comments the
parson who married them as they depart. Their place will be a
small log cabin carved out of the wilderness. En route they meet
the sinister Caldwell who is curious about their political affilia-
tion. What political party do these folk belong to? *“American” is
Gil’s succinct answer. Caldwell responds that there are rumours
the Indians will take up with the Tories, or those loyal to the
British Empire and its forces. The couple arrive in their new
home amidst a violent rainstorm. The first sight of her new
home is a jolt for Magdelana, who from now on is known as
Lana. Small and rudely furnished, the cabin is a harsh regression
from the civilised life she has been used to. ‘It looks fine to me
because I built it; never thoughr it might look different to a girl
raised in a big house like yours’, her husband observes. As Lana
sits wet, bedraggled and dejected, a door opens. She turns. There
in the doorway is an imposing shape caughr in deep shadow. An
Indian. She screams, hysterically staggering back to cower in a
corner as the Indian advances. Gil rushes in and, unable to quiet
her hysterics, slaps his wife. Before them, Gil explains, is a good
Indian. °‘Fine friend. Good Christian. Hallelujah’, says Blue
Back, the Indian who has returned from a hunting trip to bring
them half a deer. But Lana is not convinced; she declares she is
no frontier woman: “You had no right to bring me here, it’s so
awful and that horrible man, filthy Indian.’

With the utmost economy, the central elements of the
American story have been set in place. The narrartive of the film
will balance the personal hardships and struggle of coming to
terms with the wilderness with the bartles to secure the land
and create the community, the nation thar will possess the land.
The struggle to make a new life and realise the abundance of
the wilderness is perperually under threar; it will be disrupted
and overthrown by savagery and secured only through violent
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eradication of its enemies. The triumph of the central characrers,
these pioneers, marches hand in hand with fear. The film script
moves through a litany. After the meeting with Caldwell: “You
didn’t get scared, did you — whart the fella said about the Tories
and the Indians?” After Lana’s first encounter with Blue Back:
“You’ve got to get over this foolishness and stop being scared.”
Finally, when Gil must make a heroic run to bring relief to the
beleaguered forr, he insists: “You’re not going to be afraid.
You’re not going to be afraid ... Say you’re not afraid.” Bur the
fear is inherent; it endures with the endurance of the central
characters. Lana can say, when required, thart she is not afraid
and wants her husband ro make his desperate bid to bring aid to
the community, but she faints in fear as soon as he leaves.

This is an action film ser ar the most potent moment of
American history as the source of myth. Its real achievement is
its use of the symbolic imagery and language of myth to visualise
the story in a way that relates it to both past and furure. What
emerges is a much larger expression of the meaning of the wilder-
ness frontier as the mythic space in which the American characrer,
sense of mission and characteristic response to pervasive threats
were forged.

America is a nation of immigrants who escaped from the
plight of the Old World. The motley accents and surnames of the
characrers in Drums Along the Mohawk are typical of the plural-
ity of immigrant life that John Ford always included in his films,
far more than his obligatory inclusion of the Irish. The making
of America is a process of journeying from refined comforts and
their certainties into the wilderness, a passage to the simple but
ennobling primitivism of frontier conditions. The wagon used
by Gil and Lana is a visual reference to the larger Consetoga
covered wagons thar at a later date will continue their tradition
by serting off across the plains to sertle the whole of America. At
the most profound level, Drums Along the Mobhatvk is a journey
of remaking the self. Gil is remade into the archerypal hero
artuned to the land, the best possible farmer capable of making
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his land bear fruir in abundance. As the hero, he is possessed of
innate abilities that outstrip those of the native inhabitants: he
knows he can outrun his Indian pursuers, even through their
own wilderness, to summon aid and secure victory. Lana too is
remade. After her fearful, bedraggled arrival, we next see Lana
happy and smiling, clad in simple homespun, harvesting crops
and proudly displaying the blisters on her hands. She acquires
strengeh, self-sufficiency and self-reliance in submirting herself
to the wilderness experience. In the final crisis she dons a uni-
form to fight alongside the men to defear their enemies. She
escapes from her old life and becomes the mother of furure
generations who will inherit the abundance thar is the fertile
promise of the land. This journey of escape and regeneration is a
mission cast in Biblical terms, read through Bible stories whose
meaning is the necessity to bring forth a new order of sociery.
The community comes together in the chapel for review of the
personal character and behaviour of its members, to provide
helpful advertisements for local business, and to underline the
need for a local volunteer militia — failure to comply would
result in hanging. Religion and their shared trials, their holding
together in the face of the wilderness and the pervasive dangers
it holds, are whar shape the character of the community as a
whole. This is the very idea of America.

Historically, America begins with the wilderness and the con-
frontation with the Other, the native inhabitants. Drusms Along
the Mohawk presents the Revolutionary War, the campaign to
establish independence from the British Empire, as a distant
backdrop. General Washingron and the Continental Army are
fully occupied elsewhere. The frontier will have to look after
wself. Their conflicr will be with the Indians. The Tories are
making the Indians all sorts of promises, propelling a life-and-
death bartle, the bartle berween civilisation and savagery. This is
the true battle to possess the land, the real meaning of making
America. In all instances of battle in the film, the Tories are far
outnumbered by their Indian allies. Both sides, the Tories and
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the Americans, are prepared to recruit the Indians to advance
their cause, bur both have and express equal contempt for sav-
ages. And John Ford spares nothing in the portrayal of the Indians
as brutal, malevolent and murderous. He uses the most iconic,
emotive image of all: when the Indians finally break into the
church, the last redoubt where the women and children have
taken refuge, one Indian raises an innocent mop-haired young
girl above his head, ready to smash her to destruction. Ir is the
enduring image defining the line berween civilisation and savag-
ery, with a long pedigree of recycling through history: from early
reports of native America to the beastly Huns in poor little
Belgium and cut-throat “Mexican bandits’, and recurring as Iragis
gjecting babies from their incubators in Kuwait. Visually the film
emphasises the Indians as inhabitants of the wilderness. They are
seen literally lurking behind the trees, from which they emerge,
crouched like animals, when Caldwell simulates a bird call on a
flute. We see in the distance the open, sun drenched clearing
across which the settlers are making their desperate run for the
fort from the point of view of the dark encircling forest now
seething with the shapes of the Indians who burst forth from this
gloom to attack. The Indians burn and wantonly destroy Gil and
Lana’ cabin, smashing their few homely possessions, toying
with a spinning wheel as an incomprehensible curiosity before
throwing it into the flames. They burn the harvest standing in the
fields. The juxtaposition is direct: in the preceding sequence the
settlers gathered to help Gil and Lana clear more fields to
expand their farm. They set a ‘fine burning’ of the dead wood, a
controlled exercise in making the land ready for cultivation - the
origin of the concept of civilisation itself and its related ideas:
cultivated, refined, educated. In contrast, the Indians burn indis-
criminately, wildly, with uncontrolled destructive power to
undermine civilisation ar its core.

John Ford realises the Indian exactly as Richard Slotkin
describes their function in American lerters and ideas: ‘the
special demonic personification of the American wilderness.”
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This idea comes straight from the first reports of the Indians in the
popular literature that served as recruiting publicity for the sertle-
ment of North America. “The only God they worship is the Devil’,
reported Captain John Smith in his despatches on Virginia.2 The
adventurer and man on the make, John Smith, scribe of the orig-
inal settlement of Jamestown, is author of far more than the
Pocahontas legend. Smith, writing in the early decades of the
1600s for an English audience, was expressing conventional
views, ideas of his time, the product of European history and
concepts. Those he enthused, inspired and recruited to take up
the challenge of America travelled with his imagery and the arti-
tudes that formed it fresh in their minds. But John Smith was no
permanent settler in America, just a trail-blazer and publicist.
Those who migrated to make a new life in the New World fash-
ioned new meanings and resonance out of the wilderness and the
Orther people they found there.?

America is the new found land, the *‘New World” - Nowvus
Mundus, the title of Amerigo Vespucci’s widely circulated letrer
of 15034, It was a publishing sensation that, with the engine of
publicity, saw his name applied to the new continent in 1507.
Those who made America came out of Europe with the culture,
ideas and myths of Europe. They came to a land thar was wilder-
ness with a tradition of meaning to apply to the wilderness. The
forests as a place of terror, the home of an imminent threar to
civilisation, is old indeed. It goes back to the Romans, from
whom we derive the word ‘savage’, which in various European
languages indicates both forest and the inhabirants of the forest.
And in the end, Rome fell to these barbarians. With the empire
overthrown, Rome became central to the spread of Roman
Christianity and the ideal of recapruring the glories of Roman
law and governance to civilise the barbarian hordes who became
the European peoples. The wilderness as icon and marker of a
dividing line berween civilisation and barbarism became both
external and internal reference overlaid by Christian ideology
and teaching. Externally, people who lived in the wilds or
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beyond Europe were inherently barbaric and outside the narural
laws as defined by Christian civilisation; internally, it was a
personal, spiritual demarcation of moral reaching and uphold-
ing the narural laws of the good life. These ideas were the com-
mon inheritance of the peoples who sertled America.

The fear of the wilderness, both external and internal, lived
on in medieval Europe in the spectre of the Wild Man, the long-
haired, club-wielding image of savagery and unnatural, demomnic
powers.* The circumscribed world of medieval Europe had little
direct experience of Other — non-European - people. Whar it
had in plenty were lively travellers” rales and iconic imagery of
monstrous races, exotica, unnatural people who by their differ-
ence — physical, material and spiritual — were an ideological les-
son that underlined the meaning of being civilised. The essence
of civilisation was Christian identity, bounded by orthodoxy of
belief and pracrice that defined the person, indeed the citizen,
and the entire concept of narural law. The wilderness is a potent
Biblical theme. Out of the wilderness the Israclites were led to
the land of Canaan, the promised land of milk and honey. The
wilderness was a place beyond civilisation, a place of danger and
temptation. It was in the wilderness thar Aaron convinced Israel
to worship the false god of the graven image; it was in the
wilderness that Jesus was tempted, offered mastery over all the
places of the Earth by Satan. Whar could people formed in such
tradition expect to find in the wilderness except danger, moral
and physical, as well as unnarural savagery?

In America all these ideas were real, not ideological teaching
devices that lived in art and books. The confrontation was direct,
immediate. It is Lana’s hysterical horror at her first sight of Blue
Back. Old and familiar ideas out of Europe took on new mean-
ings in the direct experience of making a life in a new environ-
ment. Whart reverberated through American lerters was ambigu-
ity and ambivalence as new meanings were constructed from the
wilderness experience.

Settlers came to America led by imagery of the Land of
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Canaan, as New Israelites. These Biblical references abound in the
writings of Jamestown, the first settlement in North America, as
much as in the thinking and wriring of the Mayflower colonists,
the Puritan Pilgrim Fathers who arrived at Plymouth Rock. But
their land of milk and honey was the wilderness. It had to be
tamed, cultivated and made to bear fruit by being broughr within
the laws of civilisation, consciously constructed as a garden.
Success, realising the promise of a new life in a new land, how-
ever, meant not rejecting the wilderness but submitting to ir,
embracing the ennobling simplicity of rustic toil, in order to mas-
ter it. Initially, it also meant dependence upon and appropriation
from those who knew and understood this strange, different
environment, the native inhabitants. In America, to possess and
appropriate the land Americans have to subsume and internalise
the Other; yet remain distinct. They thus have to look both ways
at once.

John Ford embodies this ambivalence in the character of Blue
Back. We first see him in the shadow of the doorway, truly an
iconic figure. Lana’ reaction is to overwrite this person with all
the fears, the legends and dark imaginings our of literature. Gil’s
reaction is to identify Blue Back as the ‘good Indian’. The fune-
tion of Blue Back in Drums Along the Mahaivk is essentially that
of the aged Chingachgook in Fenimore Cooper’s Leatherstocking
Tales, the original literary works from which the Western as a
genre derives. In the Leatherstaocking Tales, Chingachgook is the
adoptive father of Hawkeye who teaches him the ways and lore
of the wilderness. In The Pioneers (published in 1823; acrually
the first to be written but fourth in the eventual sequence of the
Tales), Chingachgook has become John Mohegan, the last rem-
nant of his people, bereft of family and community. He has
become a Christian, whiskey-drinking Indian — an emasculated,
tamed, subservient, aberrant and almost comical figure on the
fringes of settler society. In Drums Along the Mobawk this is
exactly the role of Blue Back. He brings the newly arrived couple
half a deer, clear reference to the ritual re-enactment of the myth
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of the ‘good Indian’ in America’s annual Thanksgiving festival.
We see Blue Back as a comic figure holding the hymn sheer he
clearly cannot read and insisting on keeping his hat on as he
artends church with the sertlers. It is Blue Back who brings them
warning of the coming of the ‘savage Indians’: breathlessly run-
ning to report that eight white men are leading 100 Indians on
the warpath. Blue Back stands and fights with the sertlers in the
fort. And after the last cataclysmic battle, when the settlers are
looking for the villain Caldwell, Blue Back emerges from behind
the pulpir of the church and gleefully lowers the eye patch that
was Caldwell’s distinguishing feature over his own eye. The
‘good Indian’, as Hawkeye endlessly explained in his inimirable
verbose Cooperian style, ever remains a member of a savage race;
it is his nature. We are left to imagine what fate Blue Back meted
out to Caldwell.

In casting the role of Blue Back, John Ford shows his mastery
of visual imagery. He is played by the actor Chief John Big Tree,
a Seneca Indian who died in 1967 and is buried at the Onondaga
Reservation in upstate New York. He was genuinely an inhabi-
tant of the region where the film is set. According to press
reports, John Big Tree was one of the models for the Indian head
on the nickel coin, genuinely an icon. And his casting was more
than chance, for he reprised essentially the same role in Ford’s
later classic Western She Wore a Yellow Ribbon, made in 1948,
where he plays the old, compliant Arapaho chief unable to com-
mand the loyalty of his young braves determined to combar the
US cavalry. In the character of Pony That Walks, Chief Big Tree
even reprises his lines from Drums Along the Mohbawk: *1 am a
Christian. Hallelujah. Old friends.”

The good Indian is tractable, a guide to mastering the wilder-
ness. But submitting to the wilderness to make it into a garden is
an exercise fraught with fear. America exists as a bartle berween
good and evil on every level from the personal to the national, and
its fear is holy terror. Fear is the spur to seeking saving grace;
holy terror of the prospect of damnation is essential to attaining
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true belief and is the bulwark against giving in to the lures and
pleasures of the indulgent, savage wilderness withour and
within.

In the pamphlets and sermons of the earliest sertlers, the
beginning of the publishing industry in America, the wilderness
is both home and a place of consrant tempration. The mission of
America is to bring forth a new civilisation, to escape the failings
and flaws of Old Furope and in a virgin land become an ideal
community, the city on the hill, the light and model 1o the world.
The tempration of the wilderness is indulgence, succumbing not
to ennobling primitivism but coarsening lack of civilised sran-
dards, genuine regression into the savagery that is all around.
One authentic reflection of this constant fear that is developed
early in American literature is the captivity narrative. Caprivity
narratives deal with the fear of crossing the racial line, being
possessed by the life of savagery. The other grear theme of
Puritan thought and sermons, the subject of the day books kept
by the comscientious, is the personal struggle with evil, as
declaimed from the pulpit in Drums Along the Mohatwk. It is the
fight for virtuous simplicity, true moral propriety. It is the
resounding commandment spoken by Parson Rosenkranrz,
played by the indisputably Irish actor Arthur Shields, to *cast out
the devil within’.

Arthur Shields, with his mellifluous Irish accent, is a favour-
ite Fordian actor. John Ford was responsible for bringing both
Shields and his brother, the actor Barry Fitzgerald, to Holly-
wood. In Drums Along the Mobawk, Shields provides Ford’s
preferred intonation for the music of scriprure. And scripture,
adherence to Christian morality through the trials and tribula-
tions provided by the wilderness, is the bulwark against giving in
to temptation; it is the defining possession that forms the char-
acter of America. The parson is on hand to read the sonorous
words of the commitral service — °I know that my Redeemer
liveth ...” = the creedal definition with which the community
buries its dead, but by which it must also live if it is to realise its
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mission. Like Chief Big Tree, Shields gets to reprise this essential
set-piece in Ford’s later film She Wore a Yellow Ribbon,in which
he plays the doctor caring both physically and spiritually for the
cavalry troop. In Drums Along the Mobatvk, his booming ‘Cast
out the devil within’ is spoken off camera, ringing in the night-
time quiet to castigate one of the defenders of the fort into
throwing away his whiskey jar. This is more than a moment of
light relief played for laughs. It is a moment redolent with
significance for the film audience of 1939 thar lived through
Prohibition. Temperance Leagues and moral reformers are an
enduring part of American response to the wilderness. In Stage-
coach, they are essential to the plot dynamic. Stagecoach begins
with the whore, Dallas, the heroine who will be redeemed, and
the drunken doctror and the gambler being driven out of town by
the law and order league. These morally equivocal characters rake
the stagecoach to escape further on to the frontier, as wildness is
eradicated by the victory of sertled moral order. The victory over
the wilderness and the devil within is by creation of law and
order, the essential motif of the Western genre.

Building an ideal sociery, the civilising mission of America,
invokes the second law of American mythology: the desire to
escape the corruprion, constraints and tyrannies of Furope, from
which the sertlers came. It is in the wilderness and against the
implacable enemies it contains that victory must be achieved.
Central to the action of Dirums Along the Mohawk is the theme
of military preparedness, the recourse to arms and eradication of
the enemy. The fort at German Flats is the focus of this frontier
community, a telling derail. The fort is an enduring feature of the
Western genre, the last outpost of civilisation, the defensive
heart of a community under constant threat, a bastion against
surrounding savagery. Gil and Lana’s first visit to the forr is both
to meet the community and to attend a drill of the local militia.
The militia is a democratic institution, answerable and serviceable
to the community. When the Major wants to fine an absentee
member he is countermanded by his troops: ‘I thoughr that’s
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whar this war’s about — not making big taxes without our say
so.” This is a well armed militia. Everyone has a gun, and all are
expert in using their guns, even the parson. The troops are invited
to parade before the ladies to show off their military bearing.
But their pride in preparedness goes much deeper: “By thunder,
I bet we can beat the whole world the way we march’ is the
earnest comment of one soldier.

Pride in bearing arms is one thing, but it must confront the
awfulness of war. In one of the most powerful moments, John
Ford caprures the horror of war not through a set-piece bartle
scene but through the words of Gil Martin, played by Henry
Fonda. Returning from battle, injured and fevered, Gil recounts
the horror we do not see. Of 600 men who went to bartle, only
240 remain alive. ‘I killed a man’, he says, ‘but we won. We
showed them they couldn™ take this valley.” Later the line is taken
up by the parson after the final bartle we do wirness. Sitring
shocked and overcome, he murmurs: ‘I killed a man.” Violence
exacts a personal cost. But violence is the central acr through
which the regeneration of hope, the reviralisation of the dream
of a new life, is achieved. Through eradication of the enemy by
military might is the land secured.

In Drums Along the Mobawk the enemy has no motivation,
no history, no reason or rationale. The enemy is pure, unmiti-
gated savagery. The community must eradicate the enemy, drive
them back into the wilderness, for *we know only too well what
will happen to us if these sons of Belial ever ger over these walls’.
The defenders of the forr ger a graphic example of the mal-
evolence of the enemy. Joe is the first to attempt to leave the fort
to summon aid, a typical vignette performance by Francis Ford,
brother of the director. Sustained by liquid courage, he crawls
out of a secrer passage only to be caught by the Indians and
spread-eagled on a wagon loaded with hay. It is wheeled before
the walls of the fort and the Indians prepare to burn Joe alive.
The Indians who would perform this torture are shot by the
desperate defenders. But from cover a flaming arrow is shot into
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the hay. It catches light. In the last extreme, Parson Rosenkrantz
shoots Joe to spare him the agonies of the fire. This is the man
he killed. The wilderness frontier contains an enemy without
pity. This sequence is the irreducible fear underpinning not only
the Western genre but also America itself. In Stagecoach, the
final stage of the journey is the Indian arrack, the archerypal
scene played out against the backdrop of Monument Valley. As
the small band of passengers runs out of ammunition, Hatfield,
the gambler, a fine Southern gentleman, checks his derringer to
ensure he has saved one last bullet for the lady, to spare her the
unspeakable fate of falling prey to the Indians. This last merciful
extreme is avoided only by the sound of bugles and the arrival of
the cavalry to drive the Indians back into the wilderness.

The wilderness frontier experience is what distinguishes
America and makes it different. It is on the frontier that all the
elements that formed its essential character were shaped. With
immensely subtle economy, John Ford amasses in Drums Along
the Mohatwk a mythic story of ordinary folk, the heroes and
heroines of the creation of the new nation. As myth it refers,
infers and evokes connections, ideas, values and meanings that
link past, present and future, a film narrative that says and
implies far more than appears. Ford shows us what Richard
Slotkin terms ‘those who tore violently a nation from the implac-
able and opulent wilderness’. Slotkin is paraphrasing William
Faulkner’s novel Absalom, Absalom! There could be no more
firring reference. In his magisterial study of the writings of the
earliest generations of sertlers of America, Slotkin argues that
‘their concerns, their hopes, their terrors, their violence, and their
justifications of themselves, as expressed in their literature, are
the foundation stones of the mythology that informs [American]
history’.* The wilderness frontier is a mythic space; it recurs not
in one single and singular geographic location but everywhere in
American experience and history. For Slotkin, the myth of regen-
eration through violence became the structuring meraphor of the
American experience. Violence is the enduring response to fear,
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the requirement to defend the unique experiment in national
existence that is America. But it is founded on an insecurity that
nestles within the idea of America itself. For what the history
and myth of the frontier establishes is that America is constantly
under attack, perennially liable to assault from withour and
within. America has been consciously created to be different,
exceptional, to provide a new beginning with new opportunity
to fulfil their dreams for all its sertlers. But the chance to remake
themselves, to realise their dreams, means integrating the ambi-
guities of the wilderness. Drums Along the Mohawk infers this
fear on the classic frontier. Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom! deals
with another dimension of the same structuring metaphor of
fear. The fear is of miscegenation - the interbreeding of races.
On the wilderness frontier, the fear of miscegenation is incorpor-
ated into the caprtivity narrative, the need to appropriate the
knowledge, skills and means to survive from the savage inhabi-
tants while remaining separate. It is the challenge to submir 1o
the primitivism required by the wilderness and yet remain true to
the values and meaning of civilisation, to perfect the herirage of
its ideals that have been brought out of the corruption and
tyranny of Europe. Absalom, Absalom!is a novel abour the viol-
ent terrors arising from miscegenation across the colour line, the
ongoing consequences of slavery, the second source of savagery,
institutionalised within America and present from its beginning.

The Western is the most characteristic product of the American
cultrural tradition because it is the defining myth extracted from
the nation’s history. It is myth because it is America narrating its
own values and meanings to itself, and it has been retold and
reconfigured to express the complexiries, contemporary con-
cerns and shifts of American culrure. It is quite simply the most
formative, popular and pervasive genre of American culrure. It
has found expression in books, magazines and comics, and on
radio and television as well as in the cinema. It has had periods
of varying fortune, but for 30 years from 1939 ir “was the most
consistently popular and most widely produced form of action
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film and a significant field for the active fabrication and revision
of public myth and ideology”.® According to John G. Cawelti, the
late 1950s was one of the major peaks of popularity for the
Western. In the USA in 1258, Westerns constituted 10.76% of
all works of fiction published, some 1.76% of all books. In the
same year, at least 54 Western feature films were made. In 1259,
eight of the top ten shows on television, as measured by the
Neilsen ratings, were Westerns, as were 30 of the prime-time
shows. By 1967, nearly the end of the three decades, Hollywood
was turning out some 37 major Western features; and during a
typical week of television, some eighteen hours of prime-time
viewing, 16% of the rotal viewing time, was devoted to Westerns.”

As public myth and ideology, Westerns have made their morifs
and themes part of the culrural formation of Americans, as well
as their vast non-American audience. Bur as the central location
for expression of public myth and ideology, the culrural influ-
ence of the Western extends far beyond the genre irself. The
western frontier is not history but an expression of ideas about
the meaning of history, a genuine mythic space. It is timeless.
It can accommodate the concerns of McCarthy-era anti-
Communist witch hunts: High Noon {1952); find historic refer-
ence for and reflection on Vietnam and the Mei Lai massacre:
Soldier Blue (1970}, it can be a confection of saccharin promot-
ing multiculrural inclusion: the television phenomenon that is
Dr Quinn, Medicine Woman (1993-); or, a rather less saccha-
rine but equally multicultural and politically correcr paean
working hard to suggest historic verisimilitude: the television
series Young Riders (1989-92). The public myth and ideology
encoded and negotiated through the Western is so familiar that
it can be transferred and used to structure entirely different
genres. The frontier not only moved west, it expanded to be a
universal frame of reference: its themes, stock characters and
situations, its characteristic responses and essential concerns, are
reconfigured and turn up in galaxies far, far away in °space, the
final frontier’.
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Wherever the frontier mortif occurs, it is always premised on
fear and develops a culture of fear among the bearers of a civilis-
ing mission who are always under threat from implacable
enemies. The sertlers” only resort will be, and is, military pre-
paredness, violent action or reaction to eradicate and remove
their enemy. The intense drive to bring the settled moral order of
law and democrartic governance is premised on inherent fear of
pervasive enemies who are the anrtithesis of all its promise. The
Western was the perfect rext for Cold War ideology, and the for-
mation of the national security state in the 1950s was the pinnacle
of mass production of Westerns for radio, television, cinema and
comics. Children the world over grew up playing cowboys and
Indians, re-enacting their mythological meanings. In America
the generation that grew up on the ubiquitous Western as the
dominant format of popular enterrainment was the generation
that also grew up to the sound of air raid sirens, doing regular
drills crouching under their desks to avoid the flash of nuclear
explosions: the wilderness frontier psychosis made manifest as a
cultivation of fear.

The frontier of fear, like the western frontier, ever moves on.
In the 1930s, when the optimistic promise of abundance and tri-
umphalism encoded within the Western was out of tune with the
mass social devastation of the Grear Depression, the morif of
fear found new expression. Hollywood devised the horror movie
genre. And it specialised in urban Westerns, the formulaic crime
dramas and shoot-outs berween gangsters and the law that cap-
tured and reconfigured so much of the ambiguities of the wilder-
ness theme, such as Roaring Tiwenties, Little Caesar and Public
Enemry. And the structuring motif of fear has kept on moving on.
It invests disaster movies like The Towering Inferno, Farthquake
and Volcano. It underpins the mad scientist motif as fear of the
power of science with its potential threat to de-divinise society,
undermine its essential moral order, and unmake the human
promise of individual freedom. There is lirtle the scientific com-
munity can warn about that does not have resonance with a film
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- from schlock cheap-and-cheerful to high-end prestigious
movies: Toxic Avenger (nerd takes revenge by becoming a lethal
mutant) or The Swarm (the killer bees are daily expected in parts
of the United States) to Soylent Green (a pessimistic future vision
that gave cinemartic life to Earth Watch’s preoccupation with
overpopulation) or The Day Affer (a harrowing vision of the
consequences of nuclear war) — lodged in our neural nerwork as
part of our visual memory bank.

Anxiety, insecurity and the complex themes of the fragility of
life and civilisation have become what Barry Glassner has
analysed as The Culture of Fear.® It not only lives in cinema and
television as a standard formulaic narrative but has become the
standard device of the culture of information, the staple, as
Glassner argues, of the proliferating media of informartion. As
information it has its own journalistic formulae and characteris-
tic investigative structure. Most importantly, this complex has
the ability to proliferate fear, to popularise fear of the wrong
things and engender a false perception of the actual lived experi-
ence of the majority of American citizens. Crime, drugs, minori-
ties, teen moms, killer kids, mutant microbes, plane crashes,
road rage, carcinogens in everything — the list goes on and on.
Fear is the common currency of the American media. A review
of Americas network evening television news programmes
shows how they depend upon fear stories: scams, medicines,
health, insurance, environmental fears, food scares are the stan-
dard narratives regularly revisited. The culture of fear is America;
the fragility of modern affluent abundance is the recurring night-
mare of a nation required to fear. To be under threat of the
extinction of all that America promises is the narural condition
of contemporary America. You cannot live forever, inherit the
endless promise of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness, if
you are to be eaten away by gnawing cancers ingested through
your food. The medical and medicinal drug culture of today’s
America is a lineal descendant in secularised and scientised form
of the fear of the pervasive enemy, the wilderness pathology of
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early America. It is fear writ large in the organisation of modern
COLSUMETISI,

The requirement to be afraid has been incorporated into the
American psyche. It has been put to work to sustain enterprise
and liberal capiralism on many fronts. Feeding the fears of ordi-
nary Americans is now a recognised industry that rakes in every-
thing from the possibility of global eradication by asteroid
impacts to mercury in fish and genetically modified crops. The
public reads the sensational headline-grabbing stories. Poliri-
cians are bombarded by the plethora of schemes to investigate,
evaluate and counter potent threats of an ever more complex,
hazardous and precarious world. The fear industry makes work
for academics eager for grants, salaries and careers, as well as for
corporations in need, as they ever have been, of publicly funded
research and development work as well as actual products to
marker. The end of the process is not security but comperting
doom-laden scenarios aplenty that confuse the ordinary citizen.
Danger is out there. But the system works to increase anxiery
without ever making it easier for the intelligent, motivated citi-
zen to assess the quality of the information, likelihood of risk or
appropriateness of the action - and spending — undertaken in
their name by government.

And, of course, the anxious existence on the edge of fear
propels the need to be armed in self-defence. Out of the mortifs
of formulaic narratives based on mythic history comes the
psyche thar cultivates a gun-owning culture and the intracra-
bility of debating the issue of gun control. Primal fears, mythic
images of making a life in the wilderness married to parricular
views of the American Constitution, make the issue of gun owner-
ship not a subject of rarional debate but a visceral question of
identity for the individual and the nation. Fear makes a gun-
toting nation find its fulfilment, its moral purpose and its way of
life regenerated, sustained and secured through possession and
control of the means of violence. It is the inalienable right to
have guns. It is the inalienable right to national defence that
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requires ever greater spending on a military equipped with ever
more elaborate and sophisticated means of destruction to eradi-
cate any and all real and potential threats.

Fear and a pervasive sense of imminent threar begin and
endure with the idea of America. It lives in tension with the other
central morif inscribed in the Western: the means to escape from
the past and remake the self, to expand one’ horizons and realise
one’s dreams. America begins with publicity, PR and propa-
ganda with a purpose. Its original publicist and mythologiser,
Caprain John Smith, came to America as an agent of the Virginia
Company, a commercial venture whose success depended on
artracting settlers to develop the new lands and their products.
What was sold to potential immigrants eager to escape the wars,
dearth, poverty, repression and constraints of Furope was a
dream of abundance and personal freedom where they could
reconstruct themselves and their ideal of the good life in a
wilderness ready to be made a garden. What Caprain John Smith
and the growing genre of published tales of the new land
bequeathed to America was expansion, ever greater room and
personal scope to succeed.

Escape from the failings of the Old World, the restrictions of
its way of life, and the opportunity to realise the dream of the
new is a basic theme of the ever moving and expanding frontier.
Escape from the original settlements of America was soon added
to the repertoire. Those who disliked how the early communities
were developing, those who arrived too late to stake the best
claim, or wanted more land, found the blank space of the
wilderness a ready escape route and thus re-created the frontier
further westward as the literal and literary space in which to fol-
low their dream. The narrative tradition had breathing space,
just like the land, and it was to be filled by a restless people eager
to escape from anything that tied them down or constrained
their dream of personal fulfilment. So escape and escapism,
dream-chasing through personal reconstruction in a new setting,
are conflated; they become deeply intertwined in the essence of
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American ideas. America is, after all, the nation constitutionally
commirtted to the pursuit of happiness. Escape and escapism are
ideas in tension, like so many other themes within the mythic
tradition of American ideas. The tension derives from inherent
ambiguities. The simple ennobling primitivism of the wilderness
experience contains within itself the potential promise of expand-
ing material well-being, the accumulation of rising living stan-
dards and the comforts they can acquire. In Drusms Along the
Mobhawwk, Gil and Lana first lose their home and all their posses-
sions. They face the trauma of hiring themselves out to work on
someone else’ land, an inferior, unpalatable but necessary alter-
native to the sturdy self-reliance of making one’s own land flour-
ish. But they end by acquiring more land and a finer stone-built
house, inherited from Mrs Mclennan, the widow to whom they
came as hired labourers. They end with the means to realise the
American Dream.

The escape to America is the right to pursue abundance and
to become a new self-made and self-making person. Few achieve
the rags-to-riches transformation. But living the dream is the
idea of America, its lure and recruiting agent, the promise of
‘only in America’. It has become the consumer ideal that is con-
sistently sold and made increasingly affordable for the mass
marker in America. Indeed, an essential part of the expanding
enterprise of America was the creation of mass production tech-
niques to serve a mass market. The American production sys-
tem, as explained by Daniel Boorstin,” was a characteristic
response to America’s escape and freedom from the traditional
constraints of Furopean labour and economic modes of opera-
tion. Only in America was the production-line Model T Ford -
available in any colour as long as it was black, designed with the
average citizen in mind and made truly affordable to the average
citizen — possible.

Consumerism as a form of escape has been an expanding
frontier of abundance that has continually moved on. It has
achieved its mature development as the growth of lifestyle

51



AMERICAN DREAM, GLOBAL NIGHTMARE

markering, the idea for which America was made. It has been a
process of development made through the media, by publicity
and advertising. But an essential adjunct to its dissemination has
been cinema and television. On one level, the public myth and
ideology encoded in the films and programmes have under-
scored the importance of the self-making lifestyle dream. On
another level, the ser designs of films and especially television
were consciously constructed to visualise, realise and popularise
the ideal of normal life abundant in possession of things that
are advertised and merchandised to the masses. And crucially,
cinema and television have been the fashioners of the culrure of
celebrity. The stars of classic Hollywood movies were ambigu-
ous, simultaneously signifying multiple meanings. The roles they
played were embodiments of sustaining public myth and ideo-
logy. Stardom was acquired by becoming identified with the
characters they played, the screen persona of the star taking on
the values encoded in the characters. But, once attained, stardom
includes a subtle shift by which the screen persona of the star
also confers meaning on the characters they play. Stardom is far
more than typecasting and a name above the title. Stardom is the
acquisition of a persona that transcends a particular role, con-
tributes to each role played and accompanies the star into daily
life. A star is something more than an actor; the term *character
actor” distinguishes someone who is not a star. The greatest role
played by the brightest stars in the firmament is themselves: the
compound persona of celluloid and reality. And they were also
real people who were the greatest embodiment of the American
Dream, achievers who lived the promise of abundance. They
were the centre of a media industry hungry for celebrity with an
insatiable appetite and capacity to disseminate the stars as
lifestyle models, paragons to be followed in the lifestyle choices
of ordinary people.

The escapism of self-remaking and self-fulfilment read against
the idea of the American Dream has another connotation. It is
the growth of entertainment as a central factor in human experi-

52



AMERICA AS MYTH ANDTHE MYTH OF AMERICA

ence. Neal Gabler has defined the paradigm as Life: the Mawvie.""
Mythic narratives have emerged from the movies and become
projections of self, helpfully learnt from the media and moved
on to restructure reality itself. It is the rise of celebrity lifestyles
as the models for ideal existence. Celebrities have become the
stuff of their own genre of mythic narrative, biopic retellings in
reality of the formulaic narratives of the biopic. The celebrity
stories chart their ordinary backgrounds, the trials and advers-
ities of early life, the dedication and hard work that leads to the
inevitable — the big break where their charisma and star qualiry
are revealed. The culture of celebrity merchandises the idea of
replicaring these celebrity lifestyles to the mass audience as a dis-
traction from reality, but has become reality itself.
Entertainment, as Gabler argues, is the prime focus of
American life, the place where values are expressed, performed,
endorsed, published, taught, broadcast, ratified and mytho-
logised in diverting ways. America is the escape into the world of
possibilities. America is the place where possibilities and poten-
tial are more real, more imporrant, than actual circumstrances.
The American Dream is the experience of the few endorsed and
believed by the many. What sustains the impossible potential is
its power to allure, its diversion from the grind of ordinary,
mundane existence, 115 power to entertain. And o America
enterrainment is the medium of the masses. It is the arena of
escape from the arbitration of authority and élites. Enterrain-
ment is demanded, and provided, by all aspects of social life. In
America, even religion has a long tradition of serving as an
enterrainment. The tent revival meetings that toured the country
as the medium of mass evangelism were an enterrainment, and the
content and structure of their evangelical procedures had a great
element of entertainment. For many evangelicals, being moved
by the spirit was a necessary proof of genuine religious experi-
ence that had many of the hallmarks of a sideshow - the
performance of people possessed dancing wildly, speaking in
tongues, and other forms of extraordinary behaviour. The polirical
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convention is another area where the ethos of giving the people
a great show brings entertainment trailing in its wake.

The entertainment principle — the desire to be enterrained,
diverred, provided with an escape — has diversified and expanded,
moved on from the fascinating realism of the first medium of
mass entertainment: the cinema. But the expanding horizon now
colonised by the entertainment principle carries within it what
the cinema comnstructed: the elements, morifs and ideology of
public myth. It is infused with the values and meanings narrated,
negotiated and expressed by the vehicles of entertainment, the
ideas of America and the American self. The public culture
formed by industries of mass popular entertainment has become
self-aware. It has become cynically knowing of the manipulation
that is at the hearr of the enterprise. The audience is educated to
discuss, assess and connive with the manipulatory techniques by
which celebrity is sustained. The construction of celebrity is
overtly part of the show, an essential of the entertainment. To
celebrity we will rerurn in Chaprer Four. Here, it will suffice to
say that the more the public is aware, savvy about the means of
making celebrities, the more the idea is democrarised as a system
everyone can participate in to make themselves celebrities.
Everyone can have their fifteen minutes of fame as more and
more vehicles for launching celebrities feed the voracious needs
of the media for a constant stream of new personalities. The
intriguing ambiguity is that while the mass audience becomes
more knowing abourt the manipularion practised upon it, it does
not necessarily become more knowing, critically informed and
critical of the public myth and mythical ideology that mass pop-
ular enterrainment encodes and disseminates.

Richard Slotkin argues that the western frontier that became
the dominant genre of mass popular culture serves as a signifi-
cant field for the active fabrication and revision of public myth
and ideology. Throughout his career, says Jonathon Jones, John
Ford *made films with a deep sensitivity to how history is turned
into myth. His West is a place where reality is constantly murat-
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ing into a lie.”"! This is best illustrated by Ford’s 1962 film The
Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, and Fort Apache, made in 1948,
“This is the west, sir. When the legend becomes fact, print the leg-
end’, says the newspaper editor in The Man Who Shot Liberty
Valance. The myth of the wilderness frontier, of the west, as
expressed through the Western is extracted out of the historic
experience of America. But it is a construct, a conscious fabrica-
tion, a myth richly overlaid with meanings, values and ideology.
It is the most characteristic site of the construcrion and expres-
sion of the idea of America, the shaping of the American psyche.
But how possible is it to investigate and debate the propensity of
historic reality to constantly mutate into a lie? What are the
ramifications and consequences for the public domain of a mass
culture generated by this propensity? Could the constant fabri-
cation worked around the enduring motifs of the idea of
America achieve the wonders of ignorance? Which brings us 1o
the third law of American mythology: ignorance is bliss.

Fart Apache, the first of John Ford’s famed cavalry trilogy, is
a eulogy to the ordinary soldier, a persuasive motif for a nation
still disentangling itself from the mass mobilisation of the
Second World War. Its theme is the endurance of the army as the
essential institution of the nation, the force that made the nation
possible. This is both a backward glance to the making of
America and a forward-looking vision of the national security
state founded on military strength, the army that will be neces-
sary to realise the lessons of the Second World War. But at the
heart of the film is Ford’s trearment of Custer’s Last Stand in the
Battle of the Little Bighorn of 1876, the military disaster that
overshadowed the centenary celebrations of the nation. The
names and location are changed bur the historic reference is
unmistakable. It is Ford’s variation on the theme central to
Slotkin’s second volume on the myth of the western frontier, The
Fateful Environment.'* Ford’s narrative concerns how a narrow-
minded military martinet with utter contempt for the Indians
decides not to negotiate them onto a reservation, to remove
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them out of the path of the advance of the American nation, but
to eradicate them by military might - a choice that results in
leading his troops to certain death. In essence, the action is a
classic reprise of the dictum *C’est magnifique, mais ce n’est pas
la guerre’ (Its magnificent, but it’s not war), Maréchal Bosquet’s
famed remark on the Charge of the Light Brigade by the British
cavalry in the Crimean War of 1854. Both disasters became
potent national myths. Slotkin sees the myth of the Last Stand as
a major point for refashioning the myth of the frontier into the
idea of the sacrifices necessary to sustain the expansion of empire,
the fabrication of a public myth that marks the transition from the
closing of the western frontier to the opening of global empire.
Ford’ interest is not just the making of myth but the connivance
with lies. Throughout the film there has been tension between
the central protagonists: Colonel Thursday, the Custer figure
played by Henry Fonda, and Captain York, played by John
Wayne, a soldier artuned to the frontier, knowledgeable abour its
conditions and Indian inhabitants, who contests Thursday’s atti-
tudes and policy. In the final sequence of the film a group of
journalists visit Fort Apache eager for tales of the glorious last
stand of Colonel Thursday and his men, already memorialised in
an iconic painting kept at the Fort; an apt comment on the
importance of the American media in myth-making, as well as
the speed with which history as myth mutates into lies. Despite
having disagreed with Thursday, argued against his intransigence
knowing it was folly, and watched the slaughter unfold, York
assures the journalists that the painting depicts just how it was:
glorious and heroic. As he leaves to take his troop on patrol,
York dons the military cap that had been Thursday’s trademark,
an early source of tension berween the two men. Not only is myth
more potent than history, somerimes the liz made into public myth
is too powerful to permir telling the truth, and must be embraced.

The myth of the wilderness frontier is central to American
exceptionalism. It is the historic source and rationale for America
being different, a reason why America has been spared the ills,
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turmoil and troubles experienced by the rest of the world. It has
become a justification for the abundance, the affluence of the
American lifestyle. It is the ideological underpinning for accept-
ing that America is and should be the pre-eminent power dom-
inating the globe. In sum, it is the great insulating ethos, the
ultimate reason to glory in ignorance. America is honest about
neither its own history nor the rest of the world. The dominance
of public myth and the ideology it encodes becomes a monu-
mental natural impediment to self-scrutiny. It is a reason for the
impossibility of public debate on topics of urgent public con-
cern. It is a potent reason for ignorance about the rest of the
world and for discounting whar the rest of the world has to say
about America. It is an impenetrable barrier to non-Americans
engaging in a mutual, open and equal discourse about America
and its meanings for America and the world ar large.

Drums Along the Mobawk provides a neat example of how
myths and lies are transformed into an ideology of ignorance.
Central to the film is the local volunteer militia, the visual pres-
entation of a well armed militia. It is not merely public myth that
is realised in these sequences: it is an article of constitutional
belief, strictly constructed and insisted upon with ideological
rigour and polirical vehemence as essential to the very idea of
America. To question its historicity, its accuracy and verisimili-
tude as what happened in history is fraught with danger. Pulitzer
Prize-winning historian Garry Wills presents considerable con-
temporary evidence in the words of miliria commanders that
what Ford depicts is history turned into myth.

A caprain of the New Hampshire militia reported in 1775
that ‘not one-half our men have arms”, and a militia officer in
Virginia said that he had a stand of a thousand guns, but that
none of them worked. The New York Committee of Safety
refused to send troops to the field because ‘they have no
arms.” Thomas Jefferson, Virginia’s governor, had to defend
his state’s militia when, lacking guns, it stole a consignment
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purchased by the Continental Army ... The new government
promised to arm the milirias. But the srate of Virginia had
been promising to do that for years, and bad never done if.?

Wills poses the obvious question: if every man had a gun for
militia drill, why did so many go to battle without one? And if
the state of Virginia had been unable to provide arms for its mili-
tia, how could the new federal government so limited in its funds
expect 1o do so? Wills’s concern is to question the relationship
between myth, history and modern times. “There was one gun for
every ten people in the colonies. Now there is one gun for every
man, woman and child in America, with three for every adult
male of the population. Yet this later situation is justified by
appeal to the former.”™ But to raise such questions is to stand
against the ideology of ignorance and court the wrath of everyone.

Wills cites statistics from the work of Michael A, Bellesiles.
Bellesiles’s book Arming America: The Origins of a National
Gun Culture won the 2001 Bancroft Prize of Columbia Univ-
ersity, New York. But the book’s central thesis that guns were
much less prevalent in early America than had been generally
thought or popularly accepted, and the research methods used
to establish this argument, became a cause célébre. The contro-
versy resulted in Bellesiles’s being subjected to an academic
inquiry for fraud and resigning from his post as Professor of
History at Emory University. An internet search on the subject
will lead to a plethora of claims and counter claims, including
trenchant denunciations of Bellesiless work. In resigning his
post, Bellesiles wrote: °I will continue to research and report on
the probate materials while also working on my next book, but
cannot continue to teach in what I feel i1s a hostile environ-
ment.””* The central controversy concerns his use of probate
records to provide statistical data on gun owmnership. Bur as
Wills demonmstrates, there is plentiful evidence from mulriple
sources in the contemporary records to substantiate that gun
ownership was not universal, that arming milirias, as well as the
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Conrtinental Army, was highly problemaric and thar militias
played diverse roles at different times and different places
throughout the Revolutionary War, even that commanders of the
Continental Army found their efforts often troublesome. Yet, in
America, the public space to debate and investigate the facts and
issues of history is under constraint, profoundly involved with
the power of public myth. It is not the facts thart are problematic.
It is the mythical ideology, with its public denouncements, pub-
lic censure, and political implications that make getring the facts
straight seem almost impossible. Of course, it is not just the issue
of gun control that is shrouded in mythical ideology — almost no
contemporary issue, from climate change to genetically modified
food, the narion’s nuclear weapons programme to racial pro-
filing, can be debated in America with any openness. The ideology
of ignorance is paramount; and the media ensure that Americans
become good consumers rather than questioning citizens.

Cocooned in their national ethos and mythical ideology,
Americans seem content or at least resigned to abide within a
constructed, manufactured ignorance, a knowledgeable ignor-
ance that embraces their own history as well as perceprions and
information about the rest of the world. The consequence is an
insularity of information in the most information-rich nation
ever known to humanity. An inchoate world bursts upon
American innocent ignorance only in times of turmoil and con-
flict. Or as Ambrose Bierce so pithily explained: “War is God’s
way of teaching Americans geography.” America’s response to
danger is to fall back upon the structuring metaphors of the
American experience, to rely upon the themes of its public myth:
to fear, to understand its adversaries as implacable enemies, to seek
a violent armed response that will eradicate the problem. The
hardest argument to make is that American exceptionalism
prevents Americans at every turn from understanding them-
selves and their relationship to the world, as much as whar kind
of a world 1s out there.

All nations have a mythic tradirion. All myths can be employed
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by any nation as self-justification. Any country can produce
examples of myths mutating into lies, commonly held with invid-
ious consequences. But America’s public space seems exceptional
in its resistance to interrogating this familiar human dynamic.
The American condition is the pathological conformity with
which the nation holds on to its public myths and mythical ideo-
logy as values and meanings necessary for self-definition and
self-description. In 1933, Franklin D. Roosevelr declared to the
American people: “The only thing we have to fear is fear irself.
His words take on a multitude of meanings and remain an endur-
ing challenge. America has made fear essential and not reasoned
or debated how to tackle fear itself. Americans are raught to
fear; and they fear self-reflection and self-examination, and
interrogation of a fabricated worldview where ignorance is bliss.
And they are raught to escape — escape into mythology, into
enterrainment, into infotainment: into anything that shrouds the
true facts of their history and the appalling consequences of their
actions. These are the foundations of the nation. These are the
lies of how the nation came to be.
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CHAPTERTWO

Mr Smith Goes to Washington:
America as the ldea of
Democracy and Nation

Dmms Along the Mohawk presents the myth of the wilder-
ness frontier and concludes with the arrival of the flag, the
symbol of the nation that is America. The nation is the vessel
fashioned to carry the people shaped by the frontier experience
to their destiny. And the nation too is an object of myth, invested
with its own rheroric, rirual and symbolic presence in American
life, repeatedly performed to entertain with solemnity and awe.
So, in 1939, the same year John Ford’s movie saw the Martins
set forth into the wilderness to remake themselves, cinema audi-
ences were also entertained by Mr Swmith Goes fo Washington, a
tale of America as the idea of nation, the fourth law of American
mythology.

In Frank Capra’ film, the hero Jefferson Smith epitomises
the character produced by the American frontier: an innocent
idealist. Jeff Smith comes from an unnamed western state. He
teaches the young members of his Boy Rangers organisation
about the narural environment and American ideals in the news-
paper he produces called Boys” Stuff. A subtle suggestion, this:
in its youth the nation existed on the frontier; now appropriat-
ing the frontier experience is necessary for young Americans to
connect with their history and its values. A very Rooseveltian
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notion — Theodore Roosevelt, that is — recalled in the era of
Franklin D. Roosevelt. Smith’s selection to complete the term of
a suddenly deceased incumbent Senator is urged on the state
Governor by his polirically astute children: “Right now he’s the
finest American we’ve got’; ‘right now he’s the greatest hero we
ever had. It’s all over the headlines.” As the children point our,
not only is Jefferson Smith a hero to 50,000 children, who each
have two parents who vote, but after single-handedly purting
out a forest fire he is also a popular hero. Senator Smith goes
to Washingron overawed by the power of its meaning, steeped in
its history: A young patriot, recites Lincoln and Jefferson,
turned loose in our nation’ capital.” In the film this hero will
redeem the nation by practising its meaning and values. But in
his character Jefferson Smith is something more. He is the hero
who integrates the two mythic cycles of America, the wilderness
frontier and the nation, to explain how they belong in union,
indivisible.

Jefferson Smith’s arrival in Washington is one of cinema’s
famed sequences. “Look! Look! There it is!” he exclaims as he
stands in the foyer of the train sration catching his first glimpse
of the dome of the Capirol Building. And the film will return to
the image of the Capirol Dome a number of times to see it lit up
at night, underlining the symbolic reference: Capirol Hill - the
city on a hill, the light to the nations. Caprivated by the sight of
the Capitol, Smith wanders off to take a bus tour with the other
sightseers. This neat cinemartic device provides the vehicle for a
montage of images and music reprising the history of America to
explain the meaning of the nation. To the strains of ‘Yankee
Doodle Dandy” we begin with a close-up of the words “Equal
Justice’ inscribed on the Supreme Court Building; then the White
House. Signposts for Constitution and Pennsylvania Avenues
point the way to the Capirol Building. On atour of the Rotunda,
Jefferson Smith comes face to face with the statue of Thomas
Jefferson as the music shifts to *“My Country "Tis of Thee” (*Sweet
land of liberty” in the words of its lyricist, the Reverend Samuel R
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Smith). A great bell rings and the word °Liberty” inscribed on its
base insistently and rhythmically swings into full close up. Smith
arrives at the niche where the Declaration of Independence and
the Constitution are kept. Images of the Trumbell painting of the
signing of the Declaration of Independence, a bronze cast of the
Declaration, John Hancock appending his signarure, the statue
of John Adams; the torch of freedom held aloft, Alexander
Hamilton’s statue; the handwritten words °life”, ‘liberty” and the
‘pursuit of happiness’, are all overlaid on the ringing Liberty
Bell. Then Senator Smith is off to the Washingron Memorial. A
bust of George Washington overlays a statue of the bald eagle as
we hear the musical strains of “The Srtar Spangled Banner” and
the flag materialises to flurter over the eagle. The camera closes
in on the srars of the fluttering banner, the music shifts to “When
Johnnie Comes Marching Home’ as we see the massed armies of
the Union and Confederacy in the Civil War engraved in statu-
ary. This gives way to a memorial to the dead of “1917-1919
followed by the tomb of the Unknown Soldier at Arlingron
National Cemetery accompanied by the Last Post. The camera
moves past row upon row of graves. Finally, reverently, Jefferson
Smith mounts the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, to the dulcet
playing of ‘Red River Valley’. The monumental proportions of
the Memorial are highlighted by the camera angles; the lirtleness
of the lone individual before the might of history. The camera
pauses on the words: “In this temple as in the hearts of the people
for whom he saved the Union the memory of Abraham Lincoln
is enshrined forever’, before focusing on the statue of the seated
Lincoln. The music gives us the “Battle Hymn of the Republic’
merging imto “The Star Spangled Banner’ before returning to
‘Red River Valley” as Smith surveys the walls inscribed with
extracts from Lincolns speeches. The camera pauses on the
words of his second inaugural speech — “with malice toward none
...” —before Smith leads us to Lincoln’s most famous oration, the
Gettysburg Address. He stands beside a young boy reading the
Address to his grandfather: ... for which they gave the last full
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measure of devotion — that we here highly resolve ...>; we cut
away to see an old black man enter and reverently remove his
hat before the statue of Mr Lincoln as the boy reads: ... that
these dead shall not have died in vain, that this nation under
God shall have a new birth of ...”; he stumbles over the word
and his grandfather, in a thick foreign accent, empharically pro-
nounces ‘freedom’. The camera rests on the old grandfather’s
misty-eyed gaze and cuts to the face of the old black man. Our
focus returns to the face of Lincoln as the child reads: ©... and
that government of the people, by the people, for the people
shall not perish from the earth.” At last the music swells, the
image of Lincoln merges once more with the image of the bell,
and the word ‘Liberty” fills the screen before a fade to black. In
just three minutes of film magic we have toured the great mythic
cycle fashioned out of history as the rhetoric and symbolism of
the nation thar is America.

The mythic narrative of the ‘perfect union’, as the Con-
stitution terms itself, was established by its makers. James Wilson,
a Pennsylvania delegate to the Constiturional Convention and
one of the chief architects of the Constitution, speaking on 6
October 1787, praised the new government it had devised as the
best “which has ever been offered to the world”.' What he began,
as Robert Jensen observes, has never ceased:

One of the requirements for being a mainstream American
politician, Republican or Democrat, is the willingness to
repeat constantly the assertion thar the United Srates is the
‘greatest nation on earth,” maybe even ‘the greatest nation in
history.” At a hearing for the House Select Committee on
Homeland Security on July 11, 2002, Texas Republican Dick
Armey described the United States as ‘the greatest, mosrt free
nation the world has ever known.” California Democrat
Nancy Pelosi declared that America is ‘the greatest country
that ever existed on the face of the earth.”
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The ‘greatest nation on earth’ has the greatest constiturion on
the planer. In a 1999 survey, 85% of those questioned thought
the Constitution is the major reason why *America has been suc-
cessful during the last century’.?

Capra’s montage, however, does something more than repeat
the convention - it accurately conveys the veneration of history
and heroes that invests the nation they founded with a messianic
sanctity. Or as historian Michael Schudson puts it: *From the time
of the founding fathers there [has] been a sacred aura abourt the
Constitution, manifest in holiday political thetoric.” During the
years berween the world wars, when Capra was making his most
successful films, worship of the Constitution ‘acquired the trap-
pings of a religious cult>* Nor did the trend end there. Confidence
in the pure and perfect original conception of the Constitution
remains ‘an article of faith in America’s civic religion’, says
Daniel Lazare.” And the sacred can be carried even further. As
former Speaker of the House of Representatives Newt Gingrich
explained, for many Americans ‘our nation was founded by our
Creator’, a statement of the ultimate apotheosis where nation as
civic religion is transmuted to religious icon pure and simple.

At the heart of America as nation, then, is a sacred text, the
Constitution that framed its system of government. But the
whole purpose of Mr Smith Goes to Washington is 1o explore a
basic paradox. The film’s narrative juxtaposes the sacred ideal
with the grim reality of what acrually happens in the nation’
capital, how ‘the best form of government ever offered to the
world’ really operates. Jefferson Smith must be a hero because
polirics is in hock to vested interests; machine politics operates
not of, by and for the people bur at the behest of moneyed bosses
who own and run the politicians. Where Jeff Smith wants to
build a boys’® camp to teach American ideals to city children in
the pure and clean wilderness, the political boss of his starte,
Taylor, wants government money to build an unnecessary dam
on this same piece of land which he has been buying under
proxy names to sell at a profit. The grear climax of the film is
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Smith’s filibuster: ‘the American privilege of free speech in its
most dramatic form ... In the diplomatic gallery are the envoys
of two dictator powers. They have come here to see whar they
can’t see at home. Democracy in Action.” Smith will talk till he
drops to deny the false accusarion that he, not boss Taylor, owns
the dispured land. But gerting his message to the people beyond
the Senate Chamber, faithfully recreated on the film set, is
blocked. Taylor controls the local media, his hirelings use
Sirong-arm tactics to prevent even Boys” Stuff speaking the truth
- “children are being hurt all over the state’ — and police use fire
hoses to disperse pro-Smith demonstrations. Even when this
manipulation of public opinion brings sacks full of condemna-
tion for Smith, he refuses to yield because he is fighting for a
higher ‘lost cause’, one of the insistent themes of the film. The
Senate, Smith says, needs to look at the nation through the eyes
of lady Liberty who stands atop the Capitol Dome, to see “what
man’s carved out for himself afrer centuries of fighting ... so he
can stand on his own two feet free and decent, like he was cre-
ated no martter whart his race, color or creed ... Great principles
don’t get lost once they come to light. They’re right here.” The
resolution of the film belongs to the senior Senator, Paine, who
all along has been doing Taylor’s bidding, introducing the legis-
lation on the dam knowing it to be graft, so thar he *could sit in
the Senate and serve the people in a thousand honest ways™. As a
result, their state has the lowest unemployment and the highest
federal grants. *But, well, I’ve had to make compromises ... You
can’t count on the people voring. Half the rime they don™ vote
anyway. That’s how states and empires have been builr since
time began.” Shamed by the champion of lost causes, Paine first
arrempts suicide and then bursts into the Senate Chamber to
recant and declare that Smith has been telling the truth all along.

There is much debate among film critics abour Capra’s
pessimism, individualism, populism and veneration of the great
leader syndrome to determine exactly what constitutes the polit-
ical philosophy wrapped in his sentimentality. But such earnest
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debate seems rather beside the point. The crux of Mr Smith Goes
to Washington is the perennial topicality of the juxtaposition of
an ideal worshipped with the trappings of religious fervour and
the cynical reality it brings forth. To debate the nature of the
political philosophy that can, should or ought to redeem the
pure and original concept suggests that the problem lies in
human nature, and misses a more fundamental question -
whether the declarations, documents, institutions and process
constructed at a particular time in history genuinely deserve to
lay claim to being the ultimate expression of those ideals. And
that is exactly the problem of America as nation. Capra makes
films thar endorse American nationalism, the civic religion of
constitutional faith. But his subject matter is another example of
history mutating into a lie, another variation on John Ford’s
dictum: *“When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.”

The essence of America’s constitutional faith is the consensus
that its ideals are so self-evident and inalienable that they never
need to be critically examined. ‘Freedom is a trust fund inherited
at birth and cerrain to last a lifetime.”” Or as Lee Greenwood
phrases ir: ‘“I’m proud to be an American where at least | know
I'm free.”® The mythologising of the Constitution means that
ideals and reality can perpetually be ar odds and never become a
legitimate topic of debate. For in Capra fashion, the people are
always at fault, the system perfect. As the Sterling Professor
Emeritus of Political Science at Yale, Roberr A. Dahl, puts it:

Public discussion that penetrates beyond the Constitution
as a national icon is virtually non-existent. Even when in-depth
analysis does occur — mainly among constitutional scholars in
schools of law and departments of polirical science and history
— the Constitution as a whole is rarely tested against democ-

ratic standards in other advanced democratic counrtries.?

Or even when it is, in a useful student handbook such as John W.
Kingdon’s America the Unusual, the received civic religion is
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explored to vindicate the general belief which Kingdon ascribes
to his students, that: *(1) the United States is the norm and (2)
the United States is best.”? American exceptionalism, he argues,
isthe gift of the Constitution. The premise established at the out-
set by the Founding Fathers is whar has delivered the conceprual
and material benefits that are the nation.

But there is another way of thinking about the Constirution:

Why should we feel bound today by a document produced
more than two centuries ago by a group of fifty-five morral
men, actually signed by only thirty-nine, a fair number of
whom were slaveholders, and adopted in only thirteen srates
by the votes of fewer than two thousand men, all of whom
are long since dead and mainly forgotten? "

Especially when it produced a system of government fashioned
not out of a coherent unified political theory bur the expediency
of contemporary political compromise, and characterised by
being the ‘most opaque, complex, confusing and difficulr to
understand of any advanced democratic country™.'? Clearly this
is heresy of the civic religion. All Americans know, for this is
whar they are taught, that their Constitution was the work of
wise and honest men who examined all systems of government
that had gone before. Their careful scrutiny produced a system
of limited government by means of the separation of powers
between co-equal branches - legislative, executive and judicial -
each elected or appointed for different terms to act as checks and
balances on one another and thus ensure the fundamental rights
and liberties of the citizen. However, historian Garry Wills
argues that the historical and constitutional evidence constantly
used to justify this view ‘is largely bogus’. None of the terms
used to describe the Constitution actually occurs in the un-
amended original document.'* Not surprisingly, it is ‘one of the
most successful mythologizings of a large historical sequence

that can be found in all of history™."
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Dahl argues that there are a number of serious problems
inherent in the Constitution. It is worth exploring them in derail
for the insight they provide on the constitutional conundrum that
is America’ idea of democracy. The Declaration of Independence
of 1776 proudly proclaimed ‘all men are created equal’. But the
Constitution written in 1787 definitively does not incorporate
that principle. Not only does it tolerate slavery, it expressly
requires slaves who escape to free states to be returned to their
masters, whose property they remain - the exact point made in
the Supreme Court’ 7-2 majority decision in the Dred Scotr case
of 1857: “the right of property in a slave is distinetly and
expressly affirmed in the Constitution.”* Slaves, according to
the calculations required by the Constitution, count as three-
fifths of a person for the purpose of allocating seats in the House
of Representatives to white Southerners. It took the bloodiest
war in American history to see the end of slavery. The combined
total of bartle deaths and deaths from other causes for the Civil
War is 558,052, while the same figure for the US in the Second
World War is 407,316, War was the necessary resolution
because the Constitution provided no means by which Congress
could abolish slavery.

The Constitution did not guarantee a popular democracy, the
most obvious reason being that it does not guarantee the right to
vote. The qualifications for voting are marters left to the indi-
vidual states. This principle was reiterated by the majority of
members of the Supreme Court in the case of Bush v Gore in
2000, when they declared that voters have no fundamenral right
to vote. The abolition of slavery, for example, did not auto-
matically enfranchise African Americans. Southern states found
numerous devices to prevent such an eventuality by, for example,
granting a vote only to those whose grandfathers had been voters.
The °)im Crow Laws’, as these various machinations are known,
were not fully overrurned until the Civil Rights Act of 1964. But
as the 2000 election demonstrated, the srate’s power to control
the franchise can still reconstruct Jim Crow intentions. Many
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states deny the vote to anyone who has been convicted of a
felony, even after they have served their sentence. Florida’ drive
to purge its voter register before the 2000 election led to wide-
spread disenfranchisement of the innocent unconvicred as well
as those who had convictions. It is alleged that there was a fail-
ure to check properly on the identity of those purged from the
Florida rolls when names were cross-checked with lists of people
convicted in other states. Near matches of names were in some
instances sufficient, while in other cases plain error led to people
who had never had a conviction for anything being struck off.
Since America incarcerates a disproportionate percentage of
African Americans, the consequence was a disproportionate
number of African Americans being denied the opportunity to
vote, both according to law and thanks to slipshod administra-
tive ‘mistakes’. Even more interesting, press reporting of this
aspect of the Florida debacle occurred first in Britain - the story
was broken by BBC TV’ Netwsnight programme — before being
mentioned in America, and was never a major issue of the
Florida story. True, the whole world, at the time, was fixated by
the condirion of chad - hanging, dimpled or pregnant - burt this
only demonstrates the precariousness of the most basic of dem-
ocratic rights: how a vote, should you have one, is to be cast.
American confidence in the perfection of their democraric free-
doms is so abundant that the technicalities of how it actually
works need never be a matter of concern. There is no uniform
system of voting across the nation. Government funding to
revamp the voting procedures is entirely dependent on state
implementation. The desire for high-tech answers to the arcane
Victorian concern with chads looks likely to produce ATM-style
electronic voring which may leave no paper trail to enable results
to be scrutinised for mechanical error or deliberate interference.

When myth becomes the medium of national discourse and
self-identity, when myth assures people thar their rights are self-
evidently in place, questioning the mechanics of freedom
becomes redundant. So, having no absolute guarantee of suf-
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frage, nearly one third of Americans are not even registered to
vote. Meanwhile, the United States ranks 139th in the world in
voter turn-out in national elections since 1945, according to
statistics cited by the Center for Voring and Democracy in its
Claim Democracy campaign.'® In presidential elections, voter
participation hovers worryingly around the 50% mark; declin-
ing voting trends among young people suggest it is destined in
time to make participatory democracy less than a half measure.
Apart from presidential elections, voters have less and less chance
of voring for change. In 2002, only four incumbents in the House
of Representatives acrually lost their seats, the lowest number
ever. Far from being a ringing endorsement of satisfacrion, it
probably has a grear deal to do with redrawing constituency
boundaries to favour incumbents, a regular legislative chore.
Some 40% of state legislative elections since 1996 have not been
contested by both major parties; the trend of candidates
rerurned unopposed is creeping its way to another half measure.
In short, when it comes to voting, America has what the Cenrter
for Voring and Democracy terms ‘a democracy deficit’.
Disregard for who votes or how their votes are achieved is
the legitimate legacy of the Constitution. It provided no direct
mechanism for citizens to vote for the President. This was a mat-
ter of design to insulate the chief executive from both popular
majorities and congressional control. To this end, all registered
Americans who actually vote in presidential elections cast their
ballot for citizens who will make up the Elecroral College. The
Electoral College is determined on a state-by-state basis with the
number of electors from each state allocated according to the
state’s number of seats in the House of Representatives and
Senate. Since all states, no matter what their population, have
two seats each in the Senate, the worth of votes in the Electoral
College varies according to where a voter lives. The vote of a
resident of Wyoming is worth almost four times the vote of a
resident of California, and the ten smallest states choose two to
three times as many electors as they would if allocated strictly in
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proportion to population. The system of selecting the chief exec-
utive was the last measure adopted by the Constirutional Con-
vention, and hastily agreed without considering the implications
by people anxious to leave the sweltering confines of the con-
vention in Philadelphia. Twelve years later, in the election of
1800, the inherent flaws in this system were revealed when it
looked as if nobody might be elected either President or Vice
President after an inordinate mumber of repeated ballots in
smoke-filled rooms. Afrer more than 30 ballots, Thomas Jefferson
emerged as President and his running mate Aaron Burr Vice
President. A twelfth amendment to the Constitution was hastily
passed, calling for separate ballots for President and Vice
President. But this did not resolve the problem of the Electoral
College, which continues to exist. The intention to secure an
independent body to select the President succumbed to the horror
of *factions’, dominance by organised polirical parties, thar the
framers so disliked. Bur it has not succumbed to the spirit of
democracy. On four occasions the design of the system has deliv-
ered an Electoral College majority for the candidate with the
least number of popular votes across the country as a whole.
Before November 2000 this was the kind of permutarion polirical
commentators talked about to fill in and divert the audience dur-
ing the long hours of election night broadcasts. Butr November
2000 was the fourth example of the framers’ inability to foresee
and devise a system amenable to a modern concept of democracy.

According to the Constitution, Senators were not to be
chosen by the people at all. Their election was to be the concern
of state legislatures. Once again, this provision was designed to
insulate the members of the upper house from the passions of
popular majorities and deliver a chamber responsive to the
needs of property holders. It is part of what one is tempted to
describe as the Cromwellian instincts of those who framed the
Constitution. For all the myth of patient study of systems of gov-
ernance through all history, it is hard to miss the predominant
influence and example on which the framers drew. Those who
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sertled America included considerable numbers supportive of the
ideas that produced the Revolution in Britain of the 1640s.
Indeed, some Americans set sail back across the Atlanric to fight
in that Revolution, in support of the rights of the *Commons in
Parliament assembled’ to be consulted in the decisions, espe-
cially in matters of taxation, made by the monarchy. As the
British Empire in the late 18th century strove to devise means to
raise revenue in America, sections of its population chafed and
bridled much in the way that the English had before them, con-
tributing to the costs of the system of governance under which
they lived being as unwelcome then as it has ever proved. The
English Revolution produced a cauldron of liberrarian thought:
the Levellers, Muggletonians, Fifth Monarchy Men and many
more. The Levellers were brutally put down by Oliver Crom-
well, the grear upholder and uplifter of men of property, the ris-
ing yeoman class that became the middle classes who dominated
British life — until the later 20th century when Tony Blair
declared ‘we are all middle-class now’. It was men of property,
according to Ireton, Cromwell’s son-in-law, who alone had a
natural interest in citizenship and government. It is hard not to
see this mindset at work m the deliberations of the Con-
stitutional Convention, though it would be wrong not to notice
that Philadelphia had its share of those who hankered after an
upper chamber of vaguely aristocratic pretensions modelled on
the Pritish House of Lords; just as there were those who toyed
with the idea of instituting a monarchy. Senators selected by
state legislatures to serve for a period of six years would serve as
a check on the House Representatives selected for two-year
terms by popular election.

The Senate irself was designed around the nub of the
Constitutional Convention’ most serious problem: equal repre-
sentation for small srates. The issue turned on their perennial
concern of how minorities were to be protected from their liber-
ties being overwhelmed by popular majorities, confidence in
majoritarian democracy not being the spirit of the Convention.
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It resulted in the Connecticut Compromise, by which all states
would have rwo representatives in the Senate no matter what
their population. Dahl comments:

Although the arrangemenr failed to protect the fundamental
rights and interests of the most deprived minorities, some
strategically placed and highly privileged minorities - slave-
holders, for example - gained disproporrionate power
over government policies at the expense of less privileged

minorities.'”

Another endemic problem provided by the Constitution is its
failure to limit the powers of the judiciary to declare unconstiru-
tional laws that have been properly passed by Congress and
signed by the President. Dahl notes: *Whar the delegartes
intended in the way of judicial review will remain forever
unclear; probably many delegates were unclear in their own
minds, and to the extent that they discussed the question ar all,
they were nort in full agreement.”"® By virtue of this opaciry, the
power of the Supreme Court was established in 1803 by the case
of Marbury v Madison. The extremely political Chief Justice
John Marshall, who had formerly been Secretary of State during
John Adams’s presidency, issued the politically astute opinion
which has ever since defined the power of the unelecred judici-
ary, selected by the President and serving for life. Marshall
declared: “it is the province ... of the judicial deparrment to say
what the law is.” The Constitution, he argued, was a product of
the people’s exercise of their original right to establish the prin-
ciples of their government. This *very great exertion” could not
and should not be frequently repeated. Thus, Marshall estab-
lished fundamental principles of supreme authority, with the
Constitution being superior to any ordinary legislative acr.
Judicial review was established, and its exercise in time would
amount to what Dahl terms ‘judicial policy making - o, if you
like, judicial legislation’. For example, by its 7-1 ruling in the
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case of Buckley v Valeo of 1976, the Supreme Court established
the dynamics of money polirics. It ruled thar the First Amend-
ment guarantee of freedom of expression was impermissibly
infringed by the limits placed by the Federal Flection Campaign
Act on the amounts that candidates for federal office and their
supporters might spend to promote their election. Campaign
finance reform is a perennial topic of discussion and legislative
initiative is invoked in sober and sincere tones by politicians of
all persuasions — but this has made no headway, nor dented the
ever increasing amounts of money required to participate in the
American democratic process. And by judicial review in Bush v
Gare in 2000, the Supreme Courr effectively appointed the
President, supposedly the only official elected by the whole citi-
zenry of the United States.

The Constitution also limited the powers of Congress in
ways that prevented it from regulating or controlling the econ-
omy. On this point, Dahl observes: “unless the constitution could
be altered by amendment or by heroic reinterpretation of its
provisions ... it would prevent representatives of later majorities
from adopting the policies they believed were necessary to
achieve efficiency, fairness, and security in a complex post-
agrarian society.”'? The introduction of income tax required a
constitutional amendment in 1913. But judicial review has had
wide-ranging impact on economic and social legislation.
Regulation of the weekly minimum hours a worker could work
was deemed by the Court in Lochner v Netw York of 1905 to be
an improper interference with liberty of contract. In 1995, Chief
Justice William Rehnquist authored a majority opinion that
announced the Supreme Court’s intention to define an outer
limit on Congress’ legislative authority under the Commerce
Clause. And in the case of United States v Lopez, this principle
was put into action when the Gun-Free School Zones Acr of
1990 was struck down on the grounds thar it did not regulate a
commercial activity and did not require that a firearm be con-
nected to Interstate COMITEICE.
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The myth that has grown around the work of the 55 men
who framed the Constirution is that they have given the nation
something, like the Ten Commandments, that was inspired and
built to last for ever. They have become the Founding Fathers —
a term redolent of Biblical overtones befitting a tradition already
established as part of the self-identity of those who settled
America. However, the document they produced said nothing
whatsoever about rights and liberties of the citizen. The Bill of
Rights is contained in the ten amendments to the original
Constitution, passed in 1791. So when Americans speak of their
right of free speech, assembly, religion and the press, their right
to a jury trial and due process and freedom from excess bail or
fines or cruel and unusual punishment, they refer to changes
deemed necessary to the original design of the Constitution.
There have been 27 amendments to the Constitution, and vari-
ous failed attempts, yet the sacred aura of immurability still set-
tles over the document and the system it constructed to serve the
society of the late 18th century.

How Americans think about their Constitution is a funcrion
of myth that constrains and limits debate abour how governance
should be understood and operated in the realities of society in
the 21st century and beyond. The myth goes a long way to
explain why Americans have so little interest in comparing the
performance and development - or its lack — of their system with
that of other advanced democratic societies. Take, for example,
the fact that America’ Bill of Rights is modelled in large part on
the Bill of Rights of 1688 which became the basis of Brirain’
constitutional sertlement in what is known as the Glorious
Revolution. The seventh provision of the 1688 Bill of Rights (An
Act Declaring the Rights and Liberties of the Subject and Setling
the Succession of the Crowne) states: “That the subjects which
are Protestants may have Arms for their Defence suitable to their
Conditions and as allowed by Law.” The US Second Amendment
of 1791 states: ‘A well regulated militia, being necessary to the
security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear

76



AMERICA AS THE IDEA OF DEMOCRACY AND NATION

Arms, shall nor be infringed.” The two provisions are not dis-
similar, but the legislative context and concept of governance in
which they occur have served their respective societies differ-
ently over time. While scions of the aristocracy and moneyed
classes in Britain possess arms to seasonally slaughter such game
and wildlife as they choose, and farmers and sportspersons are
licensed to own guns, the generality of the Brirish population,
especially the urban population, find gun ownership and even an
armed police force unnecessary. Armed criminal activity and gun
murders have regularly led to greater and greater restriction of
gun ownership and increased scrutiny and supervision of those
permitted to own guns. In contrast, the American restatement of
the principle admits of no agreed definition of whar kind of a
right is established, and contains no obvious possibility of any
means of preventing high-tech rapid-kill light arrillery weapons
being owned by teenagers. In America the issue of gun control
turns not on the question of public safety, or thar what may have
been appropriate in the circumstances of the late 18th century is
less applicable or prudent in the 21st century, but on the legiti-
macy of governance. Where the Constitution rules, lirtle can be
changed: the right of the electorate to determine how they will
govern themselves has rather serious limits.

The Constitution has, however, been amended to answer
changing perceptions of the needs of society over time. On the
subject of alcohol consumption, for example, the American pub-
lic made up its mind and then changed it back again - the 18th
Amendment of 1919 which introduced Prohibition being over-
turned by the 21st in 1233 which repealed it. Not all constitu-
tional amendments are as easy. Senators are no longer elecred by
state legislatures. But equal representation in the Senate for
small states is a conundrum beyond the system to rectify — on the
principle that turkeys are unlikely to vote for either Christmas or
Thanksgiving. The majority needed in the Senate - of 67 votes —
is beyond attainment among 50 variously populated states, some
of whose representatives would disappear if equal representation
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were introduced. Legislation to abolish the Electoral College, for
example, was passed with 83% of the votes in the House of
Representatives (338-70) in 1982 bur foundered in the Senate,
succumbing to the “democracy in action’ of a filibuster. Hundreds
of other such proposals have mer a similar fate.

The greatest practical departure from constitutional design has
been in the role, authority and influence of the presidency. Ir is the
presidency that makes America unique among advanced demoe-
racies. The President combines the roles of monarch and prime
minister, being both head of state and the chief executive. The
symbolism and mystique of the presidency, the deference and
veneration for the office, began with George Washingron, the
first president. Washington was the hero of the Revolution, the
leader of the Continental Army who persevered and held his
ragged force together in the darkest of days to eventually secure
the independence of the nation. Washingron was an iconic figure
to his contemporaries, and has remained the iconic American.
He is mythologised and hagiographied; and the mantle of heroic
characrer constructed around him sets the standard for all sub-
sequent incumbents. So the culr of the presidency is at least as
hallowed as that of the Constirurion. But the President is also the
chief executive and increasingly a figure of combative party pol-
itics, ever since 1912 when Woodrow Wilson broke convention
and became the first presidential candidate to campaign on his
own behalf. Yer, according to the Constitution, the only legiti-
mate representative of the popular will is Congress. This view
was challenged by Andrew Jackson, the seventh president
(1829-37) and the first to term himself simply a Democrat, the
party label which endures to this day. Jackson justified his use of
the presidential veto against congressional majorities on the
grounds that he was the only national official elected by all the
people and not merely fractions of electors in each state. There-
fore, the President represented all the people, an idea easily
encrusted on the symbolic meaning of the office as ritual head of
state. Jackson, another war hero, ushered in the Era of the
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Common Man, otherwise known as Jacksonian democracy:
standing up for the little guy against the vested interests of
wealth - a prototype of the Capraesque hero. But as one historian
has commented, *the common man appears to have gotten very
little of whatever it was that counted for much’ as a comnse-
quence.?’ Jackson’s presidential activism and populism changed
very little of the nation’s social structure. In 1820, the wealthiest
citizens of the large cities held roughly 25% of the nation’ wealth.
By 1850, they held 50%. Nor was there much social mobility:
roughly 90% of the wealthy were descended from families of
affluence and social position, only 2% had been born poor, and
the wealthy were the most likely to hold public office. What
Jackson did achieve was the most brutal mass violation of human
rights in American history with the Indian Removal Acr of 1830,
designed to remove native peoples to west of the Mississippi. But
the Indians were neither citizens nor created equal, propositions
that the American system has had continuing difficulties coming
to terms with. Jackson’s assertion of the presidential mandate
was birterly artacked bur became the principle followed by furure
acrivist presidents: Lincoln, Cleveland, Theodore Roosevelr,
Wilson, and most conclusively Franklin D. Roosevelt. Dahl terms
this development a ‘pseudo-democratisation’, ‘little more than a
myth created to serve the political purposes of ambirious presi-
dents”.?! It has not inhibited post-Second World War presidents
from developing the ‘leadership issue” as central nor only to set-
ting the agenda of American politics, but for the world itself, as
de facto leaders of the free world. It has also emboldened a num-
ber of them to exercise the most awesome power of any leader
and take their citizens into combat without ever obtaining an
acrual declaration of war; war powers, according to the Con-
stitution, clearly being lodged in the Congress.

The iconic sacred aura of the Constitution prevents Americans
from either examining its limitations or discussing its problem-
atic artributes. So what the American people say they want is not
necessarily what their democratic system can or will deliver. At
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which point the opacity, complexity, arcane workings and mod-
ern accretions of their system leaves the question of account-
ability entirely unaccountable. Is the failure to translate cam-
paign rhetoric into legislation, policy and programme action the
failure of the House of Representatives, the Senate, the presidency,
the individual states, or of judicial oversight by the Supreme
Court? The inability to fulfil promises or be held accountable
translates into the conventional mass political participation
sport of assigning blame elsewhere within the system - in the
blame game there genuinely are co-equal branches to govern-
ment. The system itself is the only thing never examined, blamed
or called upon to descend from its mythic pinnacle of perfection,
to be the subject of democratic reconsideration.

But the greatest paradox in American arttitudes to their
nation is neither the sacralising of the Constitution nor the
endless recitation of idealised rhetoric about rights, liberties and
democracy as empowering of the popular will. The greatest
paradox is that the whole panoply of myth has been construcred
out of arguments made against the Constirution by its oppo-
nents in order to advance the first law of American mythology:
fear is essential, in this case fear of government. Having been
presented with the best government ‘ever offered to the world’,
Americans from across the entire political spectrum have from
the outset heartily loathed the ‘necessary evil’ they unleashed.
This artitude is as American as apple pie and, well, the Con-
stitution itself. When it comes to governance, Americans applaud
democracy with schizophrenic paranoia. Government is a zero
sum game in which any operation of democratic institutions
subtracts from the rights and liberties of the individual. Garry
Wills describes this as “a constant in American history — the fear
of government, sometimes sensible, sometimes hysterical, but
always pronounced’.??

It was Thomas Paine, the English jobbing radical, who
termed government a necessary evil: ‘Government, even in its
best state, is but a necessary evil; in its worst state, an intolerable
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one.” Paine, born at Thetford in Norfolk in 1737, was the kind
of itinerant agitprop instigator who was excellent at arguing and
justifying revolution against the established order of his day, but
a less than comforrable free-thinker for those who inherited the
ensuing revolutions. He was a genuine inheritor of the radical
ideals of the English Revolution, and it was fashionable for the
ruling class in England to have the letters T and P nailed into the
soles of their shoes so they could walk on Tom Paine, as well as
having him tried in absentia for seditious libel. In France, he was
imprisoned and sentenced to death by Robespierre even though
he was a member of the revolutionary National Convention. In
America, he articulated the common-sense propositions that led
Americans to declare their independence. But he is also the
Founding Father described by Theodore Roosevelt as a dirty
little atheist. He was not the kind of free-thinker whose ideas sat
well with the Federalist faction. He is condemned as a deist, at
best, was an opponent of slavery, supporter of social security
and convinced that inequirable ownership of land was the root
cause of social injustice.

Why has Paine’s epithet come to condition American atti-
tudes to government? How, over time, did arracks on the Con-
stitution become descriptions of it? And how did ‘largely bogus’
ideas about the Comnstitution come to be the received civic edu-
cation and civic religion of America? “We are pious’, writes
Wills, *toward our history in order to be cynical toward our gov-
ernment. We keep summoning the founders to testify against
what they founded. Our very liberty depends so heavily on dis-
trust of government that the government itself, we are constantly
told, was constructed to instil that distrust.”® According to
Wills, “the manifestations of fear of government are so numerous
as to make it an American tradition {almost but not quite, the
American tradition)”.?*

Fear of government is as prevalent on the right as on the left
of American polirics. It was as much a part of the anti-war
radicalism of the 1960s as the neo-conservative upsurge of the
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1990s. Wills argues that it is accompanied by a characteristic set
of attitudes: that government as a necessary evil should be kept
to a minimum and that legitimate social activity should be
provincial, amateur, authentic, spontaneous, candid, homo-
geneous, traditional, popular, organic, rights-oriented, religious,
voluntary, participatory and rotational — or, in other words, the
Jefferson Smith approach. An alternarive ser of attitudes about
government also exists, in which government is seen as a positive
good that should be cosmopolitan, expert, élite, mechanical,
duties-oriented, secular, regulatory and delegative, with a divi-
sion of labour. Bernard Bailyn, doyen of American historians,
characrerises these positions as idealist and realist respectively,
and argues that they have been alternating mindsets through
American history, but that America works best when they are
not seen as antitheses of one another, but integrated in a bal-
anced approach.?’ It sounds rather like suggesting that someone
with bipolar disorder is fine so long as they rake their medica-
tion. And if it is possible to identify periods in American history
when the medication has worked, it is increasingly difficulr to
detect evidence of a treatable condirion in the ever more
stridently acrimomnious and deeply divided political map of
America, where both sides may fear government but fear the
other side’s control of government even more.

Beyond party polirics — the contest for control of whar kind
of government is deemed evil but necessary or a positive good —
America has spawned increasing numbers of citizens formed
into militia bands who feel so threatened by their fear of gov-
ernment in the land of the free that they are prepared to rake
arms against it. “The modern miliria movement, far from thinking
itself outside the law, believes it is the critical force making for a
restoration of the Constitution.”®® Armed groups of Americans
are prepared to exercise their constitutional right to bear arms in
the name of the restoration of the pure and original meaning of
the document which created their form of government in the
first place. And in so doing they have taken their place as a
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familiar plot scenario in endless series on American television.
Such series as Latw and Order and JAG have visited the militia
mindset. The incidents at Ruby Ridge and Waco, where violent
response by agents of the government created militia martyrs, have
been variously rendered into television drama. The Oklahoma
City bombing in which 168 people were killed is the most
graphic example of how far home-grown constitutional terrorists
were prepared to go, before being submerged in the greater fear
of the war on international terrorism. The fear of government
infringing the liberties of the cirizen in the wake of 9/11, how-
ever, has shifted from the preserve of the right to the cause of the
left, coalescing in their opposition to the Patriot Acts.

The rising tide of paranoia about government called forth a
new breed of polirician, those who participated in the electoral
coup of 1994 when Newt Gingrich led a triumphant sweep to
Republican control of the House of Representatives on the plat-
form of the *Contract With America’. It mobilised a whole new
cadre with a polirical agenda that promised to dismantle whole
agencies, undo regulatory boards, abolish long-term govern-
ment service, and cut off government subsidies to the arts, to
farmers, to welfare recipients. It was based on fear and loathing
of ‘big government’ that was read back into the Constitution
and offered as its only true and original meaning. So to fulfil the
intent of the Founding Fathers, the adherents of the “‘Contract
With America’ wanted amateur citizen legislators adhering to
term limits, as opposed to professional politicians who simply
kept on being elected again and again and were thereby rainted
by Washingron, lobbyists and money politics. Similarly, they
wanted to abolish as much taxation as they possibly could, and
strict constructionism [adherence to the literal meaning of the
words and phrases of the Constitution) to limit government
action and interpretation by the judiciary. Daniel Lazare saw a
parallel between the Gingrich revolution and cerrain demonised

Orhers:
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All those Republican House freshmen in early 1995 who
could be seen sporting copies of the Federalist Papers were
not all that different from Iranian mullahs waving copies of
the Koran. At a time when the world was changing all
around them, their only response was to close their eyes, fold
their hands, and trust in the wisdom of the patriarchs.?”

The Contract With America had little success and did not last
long. But the zealous fervour it unleashed survives. There is a
growing clamour, not of heated polirical debate but intolerance
of opposing views. The terms Liberal and Comnservarive have
become terms of abuse. Are you now or have you ever been a lib-
eral? is a question an aspiring candidate will balk at answering
directly or, preferably, at all. To be a liberal is to subscribe 1o a
vision of government activism that true constitutional faith
deems untenable. And when liberalism includes being pro-choice
on abortion and in favour of gay rights, it is positively a case of
being asked to vote for sin. Acrimony and intolerance foreclose
the possibility of debate about the Constitution, the meaning of
democracy or the accountability and efficacy of governance.
And faith in the Constitution, the symbols and meaning of the
nation, throws up contentious issues bur disturbs not ar all
either the fear of government or the proposition that America is
the greatest nation because it has the best government ever
offered to the world.

The constitutional faith in limited government makes lirtle
sense when throughout most of its history government has been
the chief agent of the nation’s territorial and economic advance.
‘The westward course of American empire was conceived and
organised as a public-works project, entirely dependent (then as
now) on the government dole’, argues Lewis Lapham.?® The
federal treasury funded railroads, dams, forts, river channels,
mining, fishing rights, irrigation canals, as well as opening vast
tracts of government land to all comers who would stake a
claim. “The West was won less by the force of independent mind
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than by the lying government contract, the crooked lawsuir, the
worthless Indian treaty.”®® The government has acted to protect
and secure the interest of American business abroad, mobilising
its forces to effectively operate the economy of foreign countries
by taking charge of their customs and excise arrangements, as
happened in, for example, Nicaragua, as we will examine in
detail in Chapter Three. War has seen government contracts
found new technologies and subsidise the birth of new indus-
tries. The American economy without the military-industrial
complex would be an ailing shadow of irself, while government
protection and promotion for both dying and coming sectors of
industry remains as important as ever: from steel rariffs to generic-
ally modified crops, supplied as aid to starving nations whether
they want them or not and no matter what, or Aids aid so long
as countries buy American-produced drugs and not generics
produced in other countries. In sharp contradiction to this
immense activism by government that sucks the wealth of the
world like energy into a black hole and makes Americans more
and more affluent, stands the fear of government, and the anti-
government values it generates. These anti-government values,
justified in the name of constitutional faith, produce real victims:
‘the millions of poor or shelterless or medically indigent who
have been told, over the years, that they must lack care or life
support in the name of their very own freedom. Berter for them
to starve than to be enslaved by “big government™. Thar is the
real cost of our antigovernment values.”?

If they could look to the other advanced democratic nations,
Americans would find that these countries have done much
better in creating greater equality and equity, with social provi-
sion and regulation, while feeling no great loss of personal free-
dom. This very different concepr of governance has developed
and been expanded through their history of struggle against
monarchy, aristocracy and even dictatorships. Complaint about
taxes, bureaucracy or business regulation is not an American
monopoly. It echoes with loud reverberations in every advanced
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democratic country. But it has not deterred the peoples who did
not depart across the Atlantic from developing — through
protest, conflict and murual compromise — systems of govern-
ment subject to review, renegotiation and accountability to the
people. Democracy and democratisation are not just ideals of
America - they have formed the history of Europe. The consti-
tutional form of European governance has been a continuing
story, no less steeped in history and having in each nartion its
own myth and traditions invested with national pride. Bur in
Furope it is seen as continually perfectible with and by the exer-
tion of the people, not perfect and immurable.

A day before James Wilson commended the Constitution to a
crowd gathered in the yard of the State House in Philadelphia as
the best government ever offered to the world, an article
appeared in the city’s fndependent Gazetteer. It was written by
Samuel Bryan and was the first of his *Centinel’ essays that were
republished in newspapers in other states. “The United States are
being melted down’, argued Bryan, into a despotic empire dom-
inated by ‘well born’ aristocrats. The common people, Bryan
believed, were in danger of being subjugated to the will of an all-
powerful authority, remote and inaccessible to the people,
authority of the very kind that Americans had so recently fought
a war to rid themselves of. A delegate to the Massachusetts
ratifying convention saw the Constitution and the form of gov-
ernment it instituted as the work of aristocraric politicians bent
on protecting their own class interests: “These lawyers, and men
of learning and moneyed men ... that make us illiterate people
swallow down the pill ... they will swallow up all the lirtle folks
like the grear Leviathan; yes, just as the whale swallowed up
Jonah!*' It seems that the predictions of these American fore-
bears have been fulfilled.

The nation thar is America began with a growing unwilling-
ness among some settlers to accept the impositions of the British
Empire of which they were increasingly provincial cirizens.
Without a powerful lobby in the counsels of London, their lack
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of representation was seen by these colonists as decision-making
without consultation. At the time, the only American with
FEurope-wide fame and reputation was Benjamin Franklin. On
17 March 1783, Franklin wrote in a lerter to his friend Bishop
Shipley:

America will, with God’s blessing, become a great and happy
country; and England, if she has at length gained wisdom,
will have gained something more valuable, and more essen-
tial to her prosperity, than all she has lost; and will still be a
great and respectable nation. Her great disease at present is the
numerous and enormous salaries and emoluments of office.
Avarice and ambirion are strong passions and, separately, act
with great force on the human mind; but when both are
united, and may be grarified in the same object, their violence
is almost irresistible, and they hurry men headlong into
factions and contentions, destructive of good government. As
long, therefore, as these grear emoluments subsist, your
Parliament will be a stormy sea, and your public councils
confounded by private interests. But it requires much public
spirit and virtue to abolish them; more than perhaps can now
be found in a nation so long corrupted.

‘Thus Franklin’, notes Gore Vidal in his [nventing a Nation,
‘describing England of 1783, nicely described the United Srates
of 2003’32

All nations have their mythic history and myths surrounding
and encrusting their national identity. The test for any nation is
how it negotiates with its tradirion to adapt to changing times
and the changed perceprions of how rights, liberties and the pos-
sibilities of governance by individuals and society collectively can
be fulfilled. Where governance is caught in the schizophrenia of
simultaneous adoration and contempt, and government itself is
both the highest expression of national identity and a perennial
source of fear for the individual, the nation is not just conflicted
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— it is permanently divided against itself. Such a nation has more
to learn from others than it can offer as a model of how an
equal, accountable and efficient society can be builr elsewhere.

For film critics there is something both passé and disturbing
in Frank Capra’ view of politics. We find it hard to escape the
conclusion that Mr Swmith Goes to Washington is a vision caught
in the time warp of the ‘frozen republic’ - the title of Daniel
Lazare’s assault on the civic religion of America. The American
Dream is delivering a more inequitable society with increasing
poverty washing around ever more entrenched and rising islands
of wealth that are associated with increasing power and influ-
ence over policy-making and government. Meanwhile, the work-
ing of the rules of American mythology have made Capra’ solu-
tion more, not less, prevalent. The corruption of government has
been a central American concern since the beginning of the
nation. Capra’s answer was to bring in a hero, an innocenr ideal-
ist to purge the money changers from the temple of democracy.
His view seems to have won democratic endorsement as the
way of American politics. The basic appeal to the electorate of
Presidents Jimmy Carter, Ronald Reagan, Bill Clinton and George
W. Bush was that they were outsiders, idealists from beyond
Washington, untainted by Washingron business as usual. Once
elected, all, in their own ways, have been able to play the blame
game of the political, for which one should read constirutional,
logjam. And in 2004 the ultimate outsider made the Capra ploy
his political platform, and the cirizens of California elected
Arnold Schwarzenegger as their Governor. Schwarzenegger and
his supporters have made no secrer of their presidential ambi-
tions. Discussing the derail of what consututional faith in
democracy brings America as the governance of the nation may
be impossible. But amending the Constitution to enable a foreign-
born film acror to aspire to be the next outsider to make
Washington live up to its mythic ideals was the first thing politi-
cal commentators discussed, even before Schwarzenegger was
elected Governor. Arnie may yer go to Washingron!
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CHAPTERTHREE

To Have and Have Not:
The Imperial Expression
of the American Self

arry Morgan is a tough, independent man of the world. His

main interest is making a living. So long as he can make his
own way, Harry is content to let the world take care of itself. He
is not so much a neutral, apolirical person as largely uninterested
in the perplexities of the world ar large. But when it comes to
people in particular, Harry has what can only be called a good
heart and an instinet for tolerance. He takes people as individu-
als, accepts them for what they are, letting them work out their
own destiny, but nevertheless cares for even the most run-down,
self-destructive, hopeless cases. There is room in Harry’s world
for Eddie, the rummy who once was a good man on a boat, just
as his instinct for fairness justifies the dollar-a-day employment
of Horatio to bait the lines on his fishing boat, even though his
clients quibble at the extra expense. Harry may not be judge-
mental, but he is indisputably a man with a personal code of inner
values that define his character. In a crisis, Harry is the kind of
person people turn to. He is the resourceful, strong, resilient
kind; a man who can handle himself, stare danger in the face and
meet trouble with a cool head. Harry is a man the movies have
made familiar: the rough diamond, the reluctant hero who is
forced by circumstance to reveal his innate nobility. Harry is no
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idealist. He is a reluctant hero precisely because his inner
strengeh is stirred only to defend those weaker than himself, to
stand up to oppression terrorising those who cannot defend
themselves. Harry does not go looking for causes. But when con-
fronted by the abuse of decency and fairness, when tyranny, cor-
ruption and evil put themselves in his way, he cannor ler them
pass. Harry Morgan is the hero of Howard Hawks’s 1944 film
To Have and Have Not.

Based on an Ernest Hemingway story, To Have and Have
Nat is famous for being a character piece. Most notably, it was
the first cinematic pairing of Humphrey Bogart and the nineteen-
year-old Lauren Bacall, the couple providing personal chemistry
both on and off the screen. The film is a sizzling exploration of
sexual politics from the aufeur director who specialised in smart,
intelligent, wirty films exploring the dynamics of gender relation-
ships. From Tiventieth Century (1934) 1o Barbary Coast (1935},
Bringing Up Baby (1938), Only Angels Have Wings (1939), His
Girl Friday (1940) and Ball of Fire (1942), through To Have and
Have Not, The Big Sleep (1946), I Was a Male War Bride
(1949), Monkey Business (1952) and Gentlemen Prefer Blondes
(1953), strong women and sexual politics were central to his
films. The son of a wealthy Midwestern family, Hawks was
raised in California before studying mechanical engineering at
Cornell. He served in the Army Air Corps in the First World
War, about which he made seminal films: Dawn Patrol (1930),
The Road to Glory (1936) and Sergeant York (1941). He also
made notable crime dramas such as Scarface (1932), and
Westerns: Red River (1948) and Rio Bravo (1959). He collabo-
rated regularly with the novelist William Faulkner, as well as with
many of the best writers working in Hollywood such as Jules
Fuhrman, Ben Hechr, Nunnally Johnson and Leigh Brackerr.
And rather like Harry Morgan, Hawks has been quoted as say-
ing: ‘I never made a statement. Our job is to make enterrain-
ment. | don™ give a damn abour taking sides’; which led Robin
Wood to comment:
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Nowhere in Hawks” work does he show any interest in Ideas,
abstracted from character, action, and situation: he has never
evinced any desire to make a film on a given moral or social
theme. He has always been quite free of the kind of ambi-
tions or pretensions that most often bring direcrors into con-
flict with the commercial interests of production companies.
The significance of his films never arises from the conscious
treatment of a Subject.’

Nevertheless, or perhaps precisely for these reasons, To Have
and Have Not is a consummate work of American mythology.
The film demonstrates clearly how mythology is embedded and
encoded, working beneath the surface of action, character and
situation, under the radar of conscious intentions and purpose.
Mythology also serves when it is not capiralised as The Big
Message bur diffused within the texture of normality. To Have
and Have Not is a morality play acted out by world-weary char-
acters with more than a hint of amorality, caught in the events of
an immoral time. Its mythic narrative of the reluctant hero
works so effectively because it is so entirely secondary to the
pyrotechnics of the human drama; it insinuates its coherent set
of ideas subliminally. We know we have been entertained. It
takes more by way of conscious effort to realise what meanings
accompany the enterrainment.

Mythic narratives construct identity, they dramatise the set of
values that define a sense of self not because they necessarily
describe any specific real person but because they reflect the kind
of person we think we ought to be, the sort of person we believe
we should be, the kind of person we aspire to be. Myths map out
grid references of good and evil, berter and best, by which we
locate events, find explanations and interpret what is happening.
We might all like to be a superhero, but few well-balanced indi-
viduals actually believe they are or could be such wondrous life
forms. But not all heroes are larger than life. It is part of the
funcrion of myth to represent the heroism of the ordinary life
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well lived, to extol the values and virrues thar should be part of
every individual to enable them in time of need to be heroic and
stand for whart is right. The relucrant hero is part of the reper-
toire of American myth, a seminal character whose presence
shapes and informs the American psyche, an approachable,
manageable hero, the kind of hero who makes people feel good
about themselves; a realistic hero, nearer to everyday reality and
therefore more human.

Harry Morgan owns a fishing boat, the kind rented out to
tourists for sport fishing. The boat is registered in Florida but he
plies his trade on the Caribbean island of Martinique, part of the
French West Indies in America’ backyard. The film begins in the
summer of 1940, “shortly after the fall of France’. Martinique is
now controlled by Vichy, the collaborationist French puppet
government. Harry Morgan may complain at the petty restric-
tions imposed by the authorirties, bur the fate of Europe and its
dependants under Nazi control is not his concern. Harry lives at
the Marquis Hotel, run by °Frenchie’, a member of the local
anti-Nazi resistance who wants to hire him to smuggle key mem-
bers of the Free French onto the island. “Not a chance ... Id like
to oblige you Frenchie, but I can’t afford to ger mixed up in your
local politics’, is Harry’s reply. A new arrival atr the hotel is
Marie Browning, a young American female of dubious globe-
trotring background, who has ended up broke and stranded on
Martinique. The only thing that bothers Harry when he sees
Marie, whom he nicknames Slim, pick the pocket of an
American tourist is: “You oughta pick on somebody to steal from
that doesn™ owe me money.” After rebuffing another request to
help the Free French, this time from a delegation of resistance
leaders, Harry makes Slim return the tourist’s wallet. This tourist
was a client who quibbled abour his bill and insisted he had to
go to the bank for the money to sertle up. In facr, his wallet con-
tains enough travellers’ cheques — as well as a plane ticket prov-
ing he intended to leave without paying. Harry is nobody’s fool.
Just as the tourist is about to sign over the money, the police turn
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up seeking the resistance leaders and a gun battle ensues. Amidst
the flying bullets the American tourist is killed. “He couldn™
write any faster than he could duck. Another minute and those
cheques would have been good’, is Harry’s epitaph. So now both
Harry and Slim are broke, and both have to answer questions
from the Vichy Gestapo.

From this point, the incandescent love affair between Harry
and Marie, who refer to each other as Steve and Slim (apparently
the per names Howard Hawks and his wife used for each other),
takes centre stage. Its an elegant dance with the woman taking
the lead, and it culminates in cinema’s most famous seduction
scene: ‘Its even better when you help’, Slim explains, before
assuring Steve that he doesn’t have to act with her or do any-
thing — except maybe whistle: *You know how to whistle don™
you Steve? You just put your lips together and blow.’

But behind the bravura, another dynamic is at work. Harry is
affronted by the high-handed arrogance of the Vichy Gestapo
and their mistrearment of Slim. While he can smile at her
exploits in propositioning other men, he has no intention of
accepting the money she offers him as a result. For the sake of
buying Slim a ticket to leave Martinique, Harry agrees to help the
resistance: ‘I need the money now, last night I didn™.” And for
Eddie’s protection he plans to leave his rummy sidekick behind,
but Eddie has other ideas and stows away on the boat. The mis-
sion does not go smoothly. A police patrol boart intercepts the
boar on the return trip. While the Free French leader shows him-
self ready to surrender, Harry is busy attempting to shoot out the
patrol boat’s searchlight. In the exchange of gunfire the resist-
ance leader i1s wounded. Harry delivers his human cargo as
arranged and rerurns to the hotel to find thar Slim has not used
her ticker afrer all.

The wounded resistance leader has been broughr to the hotel
and needs medical treatment. Once again, Harry is the man
everyone turns to. Then word comes that the Gesrapo are plying
Eddie with drink and asking him questions. Harry intervenes

83



AMERICAN DREAM, GLOBAL NIGHTMARE

with a cool explanation of a night-time fishing trip and mistak-
ing the police patrol boat for pirates. The Gesrapo ask him to
consider an offer of money for information and leave. Harry
decides it’s time they left Martinique for good.

First, he checks on the condition of the wounded resistance
leader, De Bursac, who pleads with him to rake over the mission
that brought him to the island: freeing a ‘notorious patriot’ from
nearby Devil’s Island. ‘I wish I could borrow your nature for a
while, Caprain’, he tells Harry. “When you meet danger you never
think of anything except how you will circumvent it. The word
“failure” does not exist for you.” But Harry is not to be persuaded.
At last De Bursac accepts that Harry has done enough: “Thisis not
his fight, yet. Someday I hope it may be, because we could use him.’

While Harry is making preparations to leave, the Gestapo
arrive to inform him they have Eddie in custody, and this time
instead of feeding him with drink to make him talk they will
withhold it. Harry is appalled: *You know what that would do
to him ... he couldn’ stand it, he’d crack up.” With apparent
calm, reworking the cigarerte and match by-play thar runs
throughout the film and thar serves as a meraphor for the rela-
tionship between himself and Slim, Harry gets to his gun, shoots
one of the Gestapo and holds the rest at bay. At last, Harry is
engaged. And he has turned the rables on his would-be persecu-
tors. He pistol-whips the Gestapo chief who earlier had slapped
Slim and now would torment Eddie, to force him to secure
Eddie’s release and then sign exit passes for them all. And for
good measure, after turning the Gestapo over to the resistance
Harry promises to complete De Bursac’s mission and rescue the
patriot from Devils Island. *“Why are you doing this?” Harry is
asked. “Well, I don™ know. Maybe ’cause I like you, maybe
*cause | don’ like them.” But whatever his reasoning, Harry, Slim
and Eddie are energised and exit purposefully and happy.

To Have and Have Not is more than a story of a man forced
to choose between right and wrong by unavoidable circum-
stances. It is a moral drama about the inner nature, the essential
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character traits of the reluctant hero, however cynical, hard-boiled
and apolirical he may seem. Despite his apparent disinterest, he
is the centre to which everyone turns; his resourcefulness and
capability is both innate and recognisable to everyone. The capac-
ity to be heroic, however reluctantly, is in his nature. He is an
American, and when push comes to overbearing oppression it is
Harry who must take resolute action. And if these inner resources
make Harry seem familiar, it is because he is a stock character in
the Hollywood pantheon. On this occasion he was consciously
summoned. The Warner Brothers studio was anxious to cap-
italise on the success of their 1942 picture Casablanca. Harry
Morgan is the natural counterpart of Rick Blaine, a fact under-
lined, reiterated with emphasis, by both roles being immorralised
by Humphrey Bogart. The narrative structure of To Have and
Have Not is a variation on the plot themes of Casablanca, one
of the most enduring of all Hollywood movies. Casablanca wore
its message openly, personified in the powerful, articulate pres-
ence of Paul Henreid as the resistance leader Victor Laslo, who
had to be spirited out of Vichy-controlled North Africa. But the
mythic core of the film, its emotive and active centre, is Rick, the
relucrant hero. Rick is the innocent American who fell in love
and had his heart broken in Paris. He nurses his resentments in
Casablanca until “of all the gin joints in all the world” Ilsa walks
into Rick’s Place and forces him to determine events. The happi-
ness of two people just doesn’t amount to a hill of beans in a
world seriously out of moral order. It is Rick who has the inner
strengrh and presence of mind to send Ilsa off with Victor Laslo
to play their part in the higher purpose of the times, while Rick
turns aside to do his bit. In both films it is the relucrant hero
who, once stirred to action, strikes the crucial, decisive blow for
right. Both films, in their different styles, encode a portrait, a
mythic narration of national character thar prefigures the suc-
cinct 1998 statement of Secretary of State Madeleine Albright:
‘If we have to use force, it is because we are America. We are the
indispensable nation.”
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To Have and Have Nof is a character piece, bur its most
important character is the mythic persona that represents and
justifies America’s most favoured self-image and narional story.
The reluctant hero is the individual microcosm and forebear of a
larger narrative: ‘the myth of the “relucrant superpower” -
Americans asserting themselves only under duress and then
always for the noblest purposes - reigns today as the master nar-
rative explaining and justifying the nation’ exercise of global
power.”® In its history, again and again, America sees itself acting
on the world stage as Harry Morgan and Rick Blaine. The micro
and the macro are unified. It is their nature, their formation in a
common set of values, their adherence to founding principles,
that makes America/Americans indispensable, forces them to act
in a world less able to achieve, sustain and uphold universal
ideals of freedom, liberty, democracy and the pursuit of happi-
ness. Cinema echoes, encodes and makes familiar the doctrine of
self-justification that transcends differences of era and political
party. Like Harry, a non-judgemental, morally upright America
is relucrantly forced into doing the right thing. Bur sometimes
one myth exists to distract attention from an even more insistent
Big Idea - and that Idea is Law 6 of American mythology:
American democracy has the right to be imperial and express
itself through empire.

People and nations can and do acrt as if the myth were fact
and end by making myth manifest as reality. American mythic
narratives are populated with representative characrers whose
actions play out the meaning of American ideals and moral con-
sciousness. Justification by myth is an educative process, a con-
ditioning in ways of looking at the world that invests circum-
stances with significance. But myth-making is also a selective
process; what is thrown into sharp relief creates its own shad-
ows. The more diffused, accepred and insistent the myth, the
more it conditions the terms of public discourse, how events and
circumstances are understood and debated. And in the shadows
created lurk alternative understandings and interprerations that
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are not scrutinised. The myth of the reluctant hero defines and
gives identity to the American psyche because it offers a coherent
reading of history, the present and the future; it makes national
foreign policy an extension of how Americans see themselves as
individuals. It presents national character as the narural out-
growth of the myth of nation, animated and embodying the
same founding principles, and it places both ar the centre of
events, indispensable because they are motivated by and work
only for high purpose, the purpose of what is right and most
noble in all of humanity. When Harry Morgan or Rick Blaine
enter the cause, which eventually all relucrant heroes are com-
pelled to do, they are no longer looking out for number one, nor
concerned for their own self-interest. Their self-evident narural
nobility precludes questioning what’s in it for them. In which
case, the reluctant hero is the perfect vehicle for authorising and
justifying the activities of empire without ever acknowledging or
intimating its existence. The justification by right, individually
or as a premise of national policy, relies on idealism being innate,
a narural possession at the level of personal and social values,
and therefore eradicates all thought of the kind of realpolitik
motivating other nations and all previous empires. The relucrant
hero, like the reluctant superpower, is by nature a paragon of
virtues, a centre to which others turn to initiate action.
Therefore any consideration of power relations or self-interest
evaporates; the notion of empire passes into the shadows, falls
off the agenda of legitimare debate and becomes an affronrt to
the narural goodness of all that defines the self-identity of
America. But the disclaimer contained in the myth of reluctance
is belied in three distinct ways by American history itself.

First, America was an imperial construct by definition at
home. The Founding Fathers of the nation had no compunction
whatsoever in setting their sights on empire. They fully intended
to take over the imperial mantle of the British Empire they
ejected. The inirial sertlement of America was a work of empire
in the old familiar sense - naked, aggressive possession and
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domination of land and peoples for national self-interest, politi-
cal aggrandisement and ecomomic enrichment. Appropriately
enough, the rerm *British Empire” was first coined to describe the
project; and its use was justified by clever recourse to myth. Dr
John Dee, who first used the term, was one of history’s exotics:
an advisor to Elizabeth [, a man of lerters, he corresponded with
all the leading cosmologists and map-makers of his day through-
out Europe, as well as being mentor to the Englishmen who took
an interest in voyages of explorarion and sertlement, and he was
a notorious alchemist, a mage — a magical master — of dubious
reputation. He was also Welsh, which was crucial to the cause of
empire. To further the Welsh Tudor dynasty’s claim to North
America he revived the myth of Madoc, Prince of Gwynedd in
North Wales. Madoc supposedly set sail from his native land in
the 12th century, found and settled America, thus giving Britain
a prior claim to the continent and the right to displace the
Spanish Empire founded on the discoveries of the Johnny-come-
lately Columbus. The proof of this legend was supposedly con-
tained in various reports of the language of the inhabirants of
the new lands - they were speaking Welsh. The legend was acred
upon as if real, and myth was made manifest as reality in the
charters granted by the Crown to the merchant venture com-
panies such as the Virginia Company that undertook sertlement
of the lands, thus creating the empire. At a later date, Thomas
Jefferson, whose family originally came from the area around
Snowdonia in Gwynedd, was much taken with the idea of Welsh-
speaking Indians. As President, he financed an expedition to
explore the vast interior acquired by the Louisiana Purchase of
1803 and asked Lewis and Clark to pay particular attention to
finding the descendants of Madoc, reputed to live in there. The
most favoured candidates, the Mandan Indians, turned out not to
be Welsh-speaking, but the expedition laid the basis for exploita-
tion and settlement of the expanded United Srates of America.
The justifications for empire, whether of the legendary kind
or the ubiquitous belief in the natural right of Christian civilisa-
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tion to dominate the Earth, conditioned the thinking of all who
came to America. Those who were born and raised there under
the aegis of the British Empire refashioned these old familiar
ideas to appropriate their special and specific claims to the
wilderness lands of milk and honey. Those who declared their
independence from the British Empire did not give up the imperial-
ist mindset in which they had been raised. It became the re-
fashioned basis for their self-government and domination of the
land and its native and dependent peoples. Only in American
understanding and mythology had a wartershed been crossed. In
the practical process of nation-building, America continued to
operate just as the ejected British Empire had done. The Rev-
olutionary dividing line was more of an evolutionary exchange of
personnel than a radical change. The ideals of self-government
applied to only one class of citizens: largely white property-
owners, they were a minority of the settlers of the thirteen con-
federated states when they formed their perfect union; certainly
a minority of the population of all the territory that eventually
became the continent-straddling United States of America. But
the newly created governing class of the Revolurionary republic
from the outser had the will, and political intent, to construct an
ideology of right and self-justification to dominate the surround-
ing territories by imperial means. The mythology of nation, the
special creation of the United States of America, forms a miasma
in which the characteristics of empire become invisible by being
internalised as the proper business of national purpose.

The business of laying claim to land by right of sertlement,
purchase — dubious or otherwise — or questionable treaty with
native inhabitants, or by simple annihilation or removal of those
inhabirants, is the familiar story of empires throughout history,
just as it forms the bare facts of the territorial construction of the
United States of America. In all these ways the new Republic
continued what the British Empire had begun. The right of con-
quest and dominance by whatever means makes all territory the
property of the state, which then devolves rights in land to its
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citizens. This is how settler colonies and empires have always
operated everywhere; this is how the new American nation oper-
ated. Empires operate by state-controlled, -managed and -funded
development of the economic exploitation of land and the com-
mercial resources it can produce; investment in infrastructure to
aid and facilitate the whole process is state business. Such, as we
noted in Chaprer Two, is the history of the United States of
America. Free citizens in fact expanded the territory and made
manifest the nation by the processes of empire. The relations of
metropolis and periphery were, in the case of America, internal.
Long-distance trade in primary products extracted from the land
has always been the basis of empire; it is how the colonies serve
the metropolis. This was the economic dynamic of the new
Republic. Long-distance trade with Britain remained the found-
ation of its economy, the search for new long-distance trading
opportunities the economic constant of its development. At
home, America constructed an economy that required new
inputs of land and mineral resources to serve its capital accumu-
lation, and then new markets overseas to absorb the products of
its industry. Far from being the type site of opposition to
colonies and empires, America was their incarnation.

Second, when America sought to externalise its imperialism
it mirrored and matched exactly the conventional ideas of
empire of all the imperial powers. The first president, George
Washington, saw America as a ‘rising empire’. The founding
generation of the new Republic had a great concern: they felt
constrained and hemmed in by the existence of other imperial
possessions surrounding their terrirory, whose presence they saw
as undermining the narural rights of their destiny as a ‘rising
empire’. In 1778, Samuel Adams told his compatriots: “We shall
never be upon a solid footing till Britain cedes to us what narure
designs we should have, or t1ll we wrest it from her.” Whar, in his
view, nature designed for American possession was Canada,
Nova Scotia and Florida. “The unanimous voice of the continent
is Canada must be ours; Quebec must be taken’, was the opinion
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of his cousin John Adams, second president of the Republic
(1797-1801). Bur the ambitions of the Republic did not stop
there: “The whole continent of North America appears to be des-
tined by Divine Providence to be peopled by one nation, speak-
ing one language, professing one general system of religious and
political principles, and accustomed to ome general tenor of
social usages and customs’, declared John Adams’s somn, John
Quincy Adams, in 1811 before going on to become the sixth
president (1825-29). In 1786, Thomas Jefferson had gone even
further, arguing that ‘our confederacy must be viewed as the nest
from which all America, North and South, is to be peopled’. He
hoped the waning Spanish Empire would hold on “till our popu-
lation can be sufficiently advanced to gain it from them piece by
piece’. The lands around the Mississippi, however, ‘we must
have’. For, according to Jeffersomn, ‘this is all we are as yet ready
to receive’. In fact, these lands which comprised the Louisiana
Purchase had passed into the possession of the Napoleonic
Empire before being acquired by the Republic and becoming
what Jefferson termed an ‘empire of liberty’.

The terminology and ideology were widespread. In 1789, the
year the Constitution of the new Republic came into force,
Jedidiah Morses American Geography was published, wherein
he speculated: *we cannot but anticipate the period, as not far
distant, when the AMERICAN EMPIRE will comprehend mil-
lions of souls, west of the Mississippi.”® At the time, the entire
population of the newly confederated United Srates of America
was a mere four million. The expansionary urge was in tension
with some interprerations of the new constitutional form of gov-
ernment. There were those who argued thar territorial expan-
sion would undermine the goals of democraric liberty, presum-
ably by placing the interests and instincts of imperialism before
those of local control. But in pracrice these caveats were swept
aside by the rides of ‘rising empire’, which served the purposes of
too many vested interests to admit of serious question. Pushing
forward into new lands, from the earliest establishment of the
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American colonies, had been a safety valve. If local administra-
tion became too burdensome or restrictive, new settlements
further out in the wilderness were established. Expanding sertle-
ment offered escape from limited economic prospects for new
arrivals and the younger generations; for anyone who soughr to
better their chances of making it, fulfilling the American Dream,
the westward frontier beckoned. And the frontier answered a
profound and conflated idea atr the heart of America: thar to
fulfil its promise and purpose as the ideal nation it should con-
tinually expand both ideologically and physically. The Boston
Herald in 1789 described the new Constitution as ‘nothing less
than a hasty stride to Universal Empire in this Western World”.*

The classic statement of ‘Manifest Destiny’, the right ‘to
overspread the continent allorted by Providence for the free
development of our yearly multiplying millions’, was not made
until 1845 in an article by John L. O"Sullivan. It was, obviously,
not an original idea in the sense of a new thoughr, though most
certainly it was original in the sense of being a coherent and
quotable restatement of an idea that was present at the founding
of the nation. It is also an inherently imperialist sratement, a
policy objective that could be achieved omnly by the processes
familiar to any empire anywhere at any time in history. The
fledgling Republic in its earliest years was prepared to contem-
plate war with the Furopean imperial powers whose colonies
surrounded the ‘rising empire’, even before it had an effective
army or navy. It engaged in a naval war with France, was at war
with Britain in 1812 and frequently contemplated war with
Mexico before actual hostilities in 1846—48. In 1823, before it
had fulfilled its manifest destiny, the Republic had a clear vision
of its interests and security as central to events through the
whole of the Americas. This was articulated in President James
Monroe’s seventh annual message to Congress. The “Monroe
Doctrine’ views the fate of the entire western hemisphere as a
‘principle in which the rights and interests of the United Srates
are involved’. At a time when independence movements were
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liberating nations of South America from European empires,
Monroe declared that “henceforth’ the hemisphere was “not to be
considered as subjects for future colonization by any European
powers’. Any such move would be considered as ‘dangerous to
our peace and safety’. In effect, the United States was defining its
sphere of pre-eminence and influence, marking out its own back-
yard. It was a power play in conformity with the usage of the
great powers that were also empires.

While in international relations America was engaged in all
the activities of war, diplomacy and posturing befitring a ‘rising
empire’, it was behaving according to the familiar parrern of
colonial empires at home. In its relations with the native inhabi-
tants, the first nations of North America, the new Republic
closely followed all the established modes and developing pre-
cepts of empires everywhere. Within its own expanding bound-
aries America culrivated racist paternalism, benign and malign
neglect alternaring with bourts of ruthless annihilation, whole-
sale removals, consistent and continual violation of treaties and
deplorable trearment of s Indian populations. All of the cur-
rents of European ideology by which the superiority of the white
race over all other peoples was rephrased, reconfigured and
enacted were represented in America. The Christianising mission
and its social-Darwinian racist secularisation, the presumption
that white learning knew more abour the nature and needs of
Indians than they knew about themselves — and therefore was
better firted to regulate and administer their lives — all were
reflected in the shifts of policy of the government, as well as in
discussion and representation of Indians in American art, letters
and academia. The true exceptionalism of America was that it
did not have to look overseas to hone the reflexes of the colonial
imperialist mindser towards non-European people; its Others
were within its own territory. America acquired its definition of
self, its most basic identity, in this internal colonialism; it is an
imperialist reflex inseparable from the American self, ideology
and mythology. White America accepred that it was its narural
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right and thereby in its nature to be the ‘Grear Father’ to its red
children.

Out of its home-grown construction of national identiry and
practice, America developed its concepr of its fitness 1o domi-
nate, to be the centre of right action and high purpose. The found-
ation on which this construct rested was a sense of mission
defined in religious terms and rheroric. The New Israelites had a
special election as a chosen race marked out by Divine
Providence to be the city on the hill. When John Winthrop wrote
of the new settlement of America being ‘as a city on a hill’, ke
intended to define a model community whose example would be
emulated: ‘the eyes of all people are upon us.”® The messianic
nature of the early sertlement of America is everywhere in the
writing and rhetoric it produced. And yer before the Revol-
urionary war that created the new Republic, only a minority of
the inhabitants of the thirteen colonies were members of a
Church. Only about one in five people in New England and the
Middle Colonies, one in eight in the South, were affiliated to a
Church. But in the prevailing Calvinist tradition, affiliation and
membership of a congregation was a marter of considerable dury
and responsibility, both religious and civic. The Constitution of
the new Republic specifically articulated the separation of Church
and State, and in the history of American religion thar made all
the difference. In 1797, when the United States signed a treaty
with Tripoli, it included the statement: *“The Government of the
United States of America is not in any sense founded on Christ-
ian religion.” Though, as we have seen, this did not preclude the
invocation of Divine Providence urging the new nation on to its
manifest destiny. The treaty was written in the first flush of con-
stitutional correctness, and before the Great Awakening swept
across America in the first third of the 19th century to change
the spiritual landscape. This evangelical movement, in the con-
text of the disestablishment of any official religion, led to the
formation of new denominations, a diversity of theological ideas
and religious pracrice. In place of the stern God-centred vision of
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Calvinist theology, Jesus-centred theology emerged and came to
dominate the American imagination. Or as Stephen Prothero
puts it, ‘these evangelical enthusiasts democratized Christianity
and Christianized America’. Thanks to their efforts, °Jesus has
an American history’. *“What Americans have seen in [Jesus] has
been an expression of their own hopes and fears - a reflection
not simply of some “wholly other” divinity bur also of them-
selves and their nation.” Revivals and the conversions or new
birth they were designed to produce constructed a new Prot-
estantism. In America, Church affiliation became the norm. The
revivals, tent meetings and storytelling sermonising made
preachers celebrities and the whole procedure an enterrainment.
The history of religion in America is complex, but increasingly it
came to focus on a personal relationship with Jesus and identifi-
cation with his moral teaching, which across all the niceties of
theological distinction was the essence of his saving grace. Law
and order spearheaded by decency campaigns spread across the
nation, as did support for missionary endeavours overseas.
American missionaries made the bridgehead on Hawaii, from
which came justification for annexation and then statehood.
American missionaries went to Africa and China. John Quincy
Adams’s intimation of a nation ‘professing one general system of
religious and polirical principles’ came to be conflated as a uni-
fied expression of the inherent nature of national virrue. By
1892 the Supreme Court, guardian of the Constitution, could
render an opinion lauding the ‘Redeemer of mankind’ and
describe the United States as a “Christian nation” without any
sense of incongruity or radical revisionism.”

Thus, all of the imperatives needed to become an imperial
power on the world stage were contained in and extracred from
the internal history of America. An imperial policy for expansion
beyond the territory of the United States was the work of
conscious policy, advocated and spearheaded by Theodore
Roosevelt. In Roosevelt’s writings, the imperialist rationale is
presented as the only way to preserve the national virrues
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inculcated and acquired on the western frontier when subduing
the Indian inhabitants and bringing them ‘thoroughly and effi-
ciently under the control of our civilization, or (possibly more
candidly confessed) under the Anglo-Saxon’s commercial neces-
sities”. The translation of the veriries and virtues of the western
frontier to a global frontier would serve the growth of peace and
progress worldwide. Progress has been *due solely to the power
of the mighty civilized races which have nor lost the fighting
instinet, and which by their expansion are gradually bringing
peace to the red wastes where the barbarian peoples of the world
hold sway’.® This imperialist policy would bring ‘peace by the
sword’, because ‘On the border between civilization and barbar-
ism war is generally normal’, and the triumph of civilisation is
always to be seen as both a moral and secular bettering of the
world. War against savages is inherently the most righteous war.
In a letter of May 1897 to the historian and strategist Alfred T.
Mahan, whose writing was a major influence on his thinking,
Roosevelt had a list of potential targers for Americas new
empire: a canal through the Central American isthmus, and
annexation of Hawaii, Samoa, Cuba and whatever else could be
acquired.

Roosevelt was not the only voice urging extra-territorial
exertion on the United Srates. In 1885, Congregational minister
Josiah Strong, in his popular book Our Country, had argued
that the Anglo-Saxon is the representative of two grear ideas:
‘civil liberty” and ‘pure spiritual Christianity’. ‘It follows then,
that the Anglo-Saxon ... is divinely commissioned to be, in a
peculiar sense, his brother’s keeper” For the United States, that
divine commission was a mandarte 10 move ‘down upon Mexico,
down upon Central and South America, out upon the islands of
the sea, over upon Africa and beyond’.” The Senator from
Indiana, Albert Beveridge, an ideological associate of Roosevelr,
presented the process of expansion as a natural consequence of
the development of the nation. In a speech in Boston on 21 April

1898, Beveridge declared:
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American factories are making more than the American
people can use; American soil is producing more than they
can consume. Fate has wrirten our policy for us: the trade of
the world must and shall be ours ... And American law,
American order, American civilization, and the American
flag will plant themselves on shores hitherto bloody and
benighted, but by those agencies of God henceforth to be
made beautiful and bright."”

It was in keeping with the nature and characrer of America to
adopt imperialist policy, but whar kind of imperium America
would be was open to debate. The economist Charles A. Conant
outlined the options in Seprember 1898:

Whether the United Srates shall actually acquire territorial
possessions, shall ser up caprain generalships and garrisons,
[or] whether they shall adopt the middle ground of protect-
ing sovereignties nominally independent ... is a marter of
detail ... [What matters] is that the United States shall assert
their right to free markerts in all the old countries which are
being opened to the surplus resources of the capiralistic coun-
tries and thereby given the benefits of modern civilization."

But underlying the questions of derail was a clear understanding
of urtility. Conant argued: “The United States have acrually
reached, or are approaching the economic state where ... outlets
are required outside their own boundaries, in order to prevent
business depression, idleness, and suffering at home.” If all
nations practised ‘commercial freedom’, there would be no need
for ‘the exercise of polirical and military power’; since they did
not, the United States was compelled by the instinct of self
preservation’ to engage in the imperialist game.

The bedrock of American imperialism was the ‘open door’
policy, outlined by Secrerary of Srate John Hay in his two Open
Door Notes of 1899 and 1900. These declared America’s interest
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in preserving the territorial integrity of China. The ailing
Chinese Empire, crumbling internally under the pressures of the
Boxer Rebellion, was apparently being eyed for dismemberment
by the Furopean powers. Ostensibly the open door policy
argued for anti-colonialism and anti-interventionism, with the
additional implication that America was merely seeking equality
and fairness in enjoying the same privileges in China as did the
Furopean powers and Japan. The appearance of disinterest was
well suited to America’s self-image, but its meaning in practice
was quite different. As Woodrow Wilson admitted, it was ‘not
an open door to the rights of China, but the open door to the
goods of America’.'? America’s finance and commerce, growing
from its vast resource base and rapidly developing industrial sys-
tem, was acquiring real advantage over other economies and
nations. A level playing field worked to its narural advantage, an
advantage that would just keep on growing in significance
through the course of the 20th century.

When the opportunity came to put the consciously developed
imperialist strategy into operation, it was given a suitably noble
premise. On 11 April 1898, President McKinley sent a message
to Congress proposing ‘the forcible intervention of the United
Srates as a neutral to stop the war” and to end ‘the barbariries,
bloodshed, starvation, and horrible miseries’ happening in
Cuba, where an insurrection was under way against Spanish rule
and the depredations of Spain’ General Valeriano ({Butcher)
Weyler. War fever had been rising in the United States since
January of that year when the American vessel Maine had
exploded in Havana harbour. Among the other reasons that
MecKinley advanced for intervention were ‘protection and
indemnity’ of American ‘life and property’ and the need to pre-
vent ‘very serious injury to the commerce, trade, and business of
our people’. Eight days later, a resolution recognising Cuban
independence and demanding Spanish withdrawal authorised
military action. Leading the charge when war came was the
Assistant Secretary of the Navy, none other than Theodore
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Roosevelt, commanding a volunteer regiment, the Rough
Riders. They ascended San Juan Hill in the most iconic episode
of the war which became a major news sensation across
America. The Charge of San Juan Hill became the most popular
spectacle recreated in the Buffalo Bill Wild West Show, and
swiftly saw Roosevelt drafted as Vice President in that year’s
elections. The ‘cowboy regiment” recruited and led by Roosevelt
was the subject of his most popular book, The Rough Riders
(19009, in which he presents all his arguments for imperialism as
the literal translation of the western frontier to the global stage.
The book served to consolidate and advance the popularity of
the man destined to become the 26th president when McKinley
was assassinated in 1901 by Leon Czolgosz. Richard Slotkin
argues that Roosevelt also authored the idea thar the military
regiment is symbolic of the nation at its finest, a microcosm of
the progressive order, governed by and obedient to an officer
class whose place and powers are earned by native merit, and all
selflessly devoted to a patriotic objecrive.'

Before serting off on his military adventure in Cuba,
Roosevelt had already arranged for a second front in the Spanish
American War. In his role as Assistant Secretary of the Navy, and
in temporary charge of the department, ten days after the sink-
ing of the Maine, Roosevelt ordered Commodore George Dewey
to prepare for an attack on Manila in the Philippines should war
break out. In 1896 a revolr against Spanish rule had broken out
in the Philippines, just as it had in Cuba. In accordance with
Roosevelts prompting, Dewey was on hand in May 1898 1o
transport the exiled Filipino insurgent leader Emilio Aguinaldo
from Hong Kong to Manila, where he immediately began form-
ing a resistance army. Aguinaldo was confident; Dewey had
advised him that *the United States had come to the Philippines
to free the Filipinos from the yoke of Spain’ and had no terri-
torial designs.' But America and its Filipino allies had different
conceptions of what liberation should mean. Soon Aguinaldo
and his force were portrayed as insurgents — insurrectos — and
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the whole engagement was reconfigured as the kind of savage
war familiar from America’s own history. Roosevelt was on
hand to compare the Filipinos to the Apaches. According to the
correspondent of the Philadelphia Ledger:

The present war is no bloodless, fake, opera bouffe engage-
ment. Our men have been relentless; have killed to exterminate
men, women, children, prisoners and captive, active insurgents
and suspected people from lads of ten and up ... Our soldiers
have pumped salt water into men to ‘make them talk’, have
taken prisoner people who ... peacefully surrendered, and an
hour later, without an atom of evidence to show that they
were insurrectos, stood them on a bridge and shot them
down one by one ... It is not civilized warfare, but we are not
dealing with civilized people. The only thing they know and
fear is force, violence, and brutality, and we give it to them."®

Thus, America was launched on an imperialist career. Its mean-
ing was explained in a speech by Senator Beveridge, reprinted
and widely circulated by the Republican National Convention,
that expounded a doctrine neatly summed up as “where the flag
once goes up it must never come down’. Reviewing the posses-
sions gained, actual and expected — Hawaii, finally annexed in
1898; Puerto Rico; “at the prayer of her people Cuba finally will
be ours’; and in the islands of the Fast where coaling stations at
the very least were to be America’s and ‘the flag of a liberal gov-
ernment is to float over the Philippines’ - he disparaged the
notion that America ought not to govern a people without their
consent:

The rule of liberty thart all just government derives its author-
ity from the consent of the governed applies only to those
capable of self-government. We govern the Indians without
their consent, we govern our territories withour their con-
sent. We govern our children withour their consent ...
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The conflicts of the furure are to be conflicts of trade -
struggles for markets — commercial wars for existence. And
the golden rule of peace is impregnability of position and
invincibility of preparedness.’®

Woodrow Wilson, who opposed overseas expansion before the
Spanish American War, invoked the reluctant hero myth for his
justification. In 1200, he offered his stylistically nuanced Demo-
crat view of the consequences in this new phase of American
development, a la Harry Morgan:

We did not of deliberate choice underrake these new rasks
which shall transform us ... All the world knows the surpris-
ing circumstances which thrust them upon uvs ... The whole
world had already become a single vicinage; each part had
become neighbour to the rest. No nation can live any longer
to itself ... [it has become] the duty of the United States to
play a part, and a leading part ar that in the opening and
transformation of the East ... The East is to be opened and
transformed whether we will or no; the standards of the West
are to be imposed upon ir; nations and peoples which have
stood still the centuries through ... [will be] made part of the
universal world of commerce and of ideas ... It is our pecu-
liar duty ... to moderate the process in the interests of liberty
... This we shall do ... by giving them, in the spirit of service,
a government and rule which shall moralize them by being
wrself moral,'?

Just seven years later, Wilson was writing:

Since trade ignores national boundaries and the manufac-
turer insists on having the world as a market, the flag of the
nation must follow him, and the doors of nations which are
closed against him must be bartered down. Concession
obtained by financiers must be safeguarded by ministers of
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state, even if the sovereignty of unwilling nations be outraged
in the process. Colonies must be obtained or planted, in
order that no useful corner of the world may be overlooked
or left unused.’®

But even Theodore Roosevelt, the most jingoistic advocate of
imperialism, could find nuanced expression of policy that linked
together the various phases, modes and moods of American
empire. In his annual message to Congress as President in
December 1904, Roosevelr reiterated the nation’s fidelity to the
Monroe Doctrine, and made friendship with America condi-
tional on ‘efficiency and decency in social and polirical marrers’
in the nation states of Latin America. But he warned that where
they fell short in the scales of moral judgement, ‘flagrant cases of
such wrongdoing and impotence” would ‘relucrantly’ force
America to ‘exercise an international police power’. So the archi-
tect of external imperialism summoned the past to establish the
present and provided the pretext from which the myth of the
relucrant superpower would grow to order the furure.

Ar the turn of the century, America had joined the grear
imperial game. Its debate, ideas, policy and actions were not dis-
similar to those of any of the Furopean powers. America had its
jingoists, its moral theorisers, as well as its outright critics of
imperialism and American actions abroad. Rudyard Kipling’s
poem “The White Man’s Burden’ is not an exhortation to British
empire, although it could be, but it expresses sentiments that
were common and conventional in both countries. In fact, it was
written to urge America on in the Philippines and was published
on the very day the war actually broke out in February 1899:

Take up the White Man’s burden—
Send forth the best ye breed—
Go, bind your sons to exile
To serve your captives’ need;
To wait in heavy harness,
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On fluttered folk and wild—
Your new-caught, sullen peoples,

Half-devil and half-child. ...

Take up the White Man’s burden—
Ye dare not stoop to less—

Nor call too loud on Freedom
To cloak your weariness; ...

Kipling, the man of empire, was, like the American advocates of
imperialism, passionate about the superior qualities of the Anglo-
Saxon race and emotive and increasingly politically right-wing
about empire. He was also married to an American, Caroline
(Carrie) Balestier, and they spent the first four years of their
married life in her home of Battleboro, Vermont, where their two
eldest children were born. Kingsley Amis suggests that it was
even possible Kipling might have considered becoming a natural-
ised American, until an acrimonious dispute berween Britain and
America soured the atmosphere and he returned to England."
American history belies the myth of reluctant imperialism in
a third way: the US introduced a novel twist to maintain the
fiction of the reluctant hero. This was the creation of the ‘dollar
diplomacy” formula which allowed America to disclaim imperi-
alism while acting more insidiously and malignly than any other
empire. It was William Taft, Roosevelt’s successor as President,
who endeared himself to corporate America by promising ‘to
interfere with legitimate business as little as possible’. Taft set
out this distinctive, exceptional development of American impe-
rialist policy: “The diplomacy of the present administration has
sought to respond to modern ideas of commercial intercourse.
This policy has been characterised as substituting dollars for bul-
lets. It is one that appeals alike to idealistic humanitarian senti-
ments, to the dictates of sound policy and strategy, and to legiti-
mate commercial aims’, he declared in December 1912. Dollar
diplomacy rtranslated the economic collaboration that had

13



AMERICAN DREAM, GLOBAL NIGHTMARE

underwritten the expansion of the western frontier to the global
frontier. The State Department now became activist in seeking
out and opening the doors for American business, especially for-
eign investments for bankers such as ].P. Morgan, Edward H.
Harriman, Kuhn, Loeb and Company, and First National Bank.
The official policy of furthering the interests of American
business established close and revolving-door relations between
corporate America and government at various levels. Career
diplomats as well as political appointees could look forward to
moving berween public and private service, two realms inter-
connected by mutual interests. And since dollar diplomacy did
not supplant but often precipitated military intervention, links
between corporate business interests and the military were natural
consequences of the policy. The roots of the military-industrial
complex go deep into the formation of the distinctive American
Imperium.

The distinctive character of American empire, its exceptional-
ism, was the way in which dollar diplomacy enabled the creation
of real power over the internal affairs of foreign nations without
requiring the establishment of formal colonies. The purpose of
imperialism as practised by European empires was the extrac-
tion of resources and transfer of wealth from the colonies to the
metropolitan centre. Mercantile colonies where merchants were
the active agents of Furopean expansion gave way over time to
complicated patchworks of direct and indirect rule. Colonial
administrations served by governors, civil servants, military and
legal officers from the metropolitan home nation took over the
entire operation of foreign lands, with all the complexities
involved in direct rule of radically different societies. Indirect
rule simply meant the appointment of a “Resident” who was the
principal advisor to a local prince who remained the nominal
head of state, except that the ‘advice’ was a polite fiction for the
voice of command. Parts of India and the Malay states were
under such indirect rule of the British Empire. Though this pat-
tern of European empire most closely resembles the workings of
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American dollar diplomacy, there were significant differences.
The greatest of these was the conceptual distance created by dol-
lar diplomacy, the deniability facror of being able to talk of free-
dom, self-determination and anti-colonialism, to have one’
rherorical cake while American business ate its fill by putting its
dollars to work. The power to use power and yer appear reluc-
tant to be directly entangled in the internal affairs of other
nations and peoples, to be the centre of action, indispensable to
events and decisions yet not accountable except on the corporare
bottom line — a policy that Harry Morgan or Rick Blaine would
have endorsed enthusiastically! The work of imperialism was in
the hands of those natural and noble, democratic and freely
operating principles of the market and commercial interest. It is
only in the consequences for favoured recipient nations that the
distincrions and exceptionalism of America’ imperialism made
little difference: with conventional formal colonialism, the
prospect existed, however far removed, that potentially the colo-
nial regime could be ejected; whereas, under the American vari-
ant, the mighty dollar would always be with them.

The first country to be on the receiving end of the newly fash-
ioned dollar diplomacy was Nicaragua. It was ruled by the dic-
tator José Santos Zelaya, who had a habit of refusing American
requests for a naval base, a concession for a second canal route
and proposals for new business opportunities for American
firms. Burt the pretext for acrion, according to President Taft’s
annual message to Congress in 12092, was that Zelaya has kept
Central America in constant tension and turmoil’. America
would take an interest in Nicaraguan affairs on behalf of those
beset by the troubles he created. Covertly, the secretary of an
American mining company in Nicaragua duly began preparing
the ground for a revolurion, financing the rebels and recruiring
the United Fruit Company and others to use their steamers to
transport troops and supplies for the rebels — with the toral
agreement of the State Department. Washington broke relations
with Zelaya, refused to recognise his properly elected successor,
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paid its custom duties to the regime established by the agent of
the mining company together with General Juan Estrada, and
when the rebels were defeated by forces loyal to the Nicaraguan
government, landed Marines to protect the rebels while they
reorganised. In August 1210 the rebels triumphed and entered the
capital, Managua. After this prelude the real dollar diplomacy
got under way. The State Department sent a representative to
negotiate a pact with the new regime, which was signed aboard an
American barttleship. The pact called for a constituent assembly
to be selected and for it to elect Estrada as President and Diaz,
the agent of the American mining company, as Vice President,
presumably for democratic form’s sake. Then a commission satis-
factory to the State Department was instituted to sertle out-
standing financial claims. Nicaragua would accept a loan from
American bankers secured in part, according to a parttern that
America had already perfected in Santo Domingo, against cus-
toms receipts which would be collected by a US agent. Control
of customs receipts meant effective control over the entire econ-
omic life of the country, and the ability to starve it of income.
Within months, the American minister in Managua noted that
‘the natural sentiments of an overwhelming majority of
Nicaraguans is antagonistic to the United States, and even with
some members of Estrada’s cabiner I find a decided suspicion, if
not distrust, of our motives™.?” The National Assembly sought to
resist the provisions of the pact by amending the constitution to
preclude foreign bank loans. President Estrada was forced to
resign and the American minister wired the State Department
that if it wished Diaz, the Vice President, to succeed him, ‘a war
vessel is necessary for moral effect” — which is just what hap-
pened. In June 1911, the floating of a $15 million loan from
American financiers and operation of the customs houses under
American supervision was agreed, while the Srate Department
also worked out the details of the loan with two American bank-
ing houses. Most of the loan would go to setrtle Nicaragua’s
external debts to Furopeans and Americans, while the banking
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firms would oversee the improvement of the narional railways
and build a new one which they would control. Not even the US
Senate was prepared to acquiesce to these terms, refusing to
ratify the agreement on three occasions. A new, more modest
and amended agreement was then worked ourt, involving a par-
ticipatory arrangement between a reorganised Nicaraguan
National Bank and the two American banking houses; the
Americans would acquire a 51% stake in the Narional Bank.
The slimmed-down loan was to be secured by a lien on customs
and a liquor tax. This time the US Senate was not asked for its
consent; the arrangement was effected by executive order. An
American official recommended by the two banking houses was
put in charge of customs and remained in the post for the next
seventeen years. Nicaragua would remain an ostensibly inde-
pendent nation in America’s backyard. But the various recon-
figurings of America’s foreign policy and global interests would,
on a number of occasions in the following decades up to and
including the 1980s, lead to overt and covert resort to military
means and financial measures just as bizarre as the first exercise
of dollar diplomacy. And the pattern thar became familiar to
Nicaraguans was adopted, adapted and implemented through-
out Latin America. As President Taft commented in 1912, the
year when US Marines were sent into Cuba: “While our foreign
policy should not be turned a hair’s breath from the straight path
of justice, it may well be made to include active intervention to
secure for our merchandise and our capiralists opportunity for
profitable investment.”!

Myths are abstracted from history, they are conscious con-
structs that present significant and relevant themes and mortifs;
explicitly and implicitly, they convey a body of ideas infused
with a moral consciousness. Myths have their own storyline that
comes complete with stock characters and familiar scenarios.
The funcrion of myth is to facilirate understanding and negotiate
changing events and circumstances in the real world by reading
them against its own familiar ideas, values and morals. In this
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way the world around us is shaped, it becomes coherent, man-
ageable and meaningful. Myths create a sense of identity and
help to identify who are the good guys, who the baddies, and
why. With such information we can then decide how to respond;
we have a means to relate the present to the past and choose a
course of action that will lead to a desired furure outcome. But
as we have seen, myths, however familiar, compatible and con-
soling, do not represent the only possible interpretation of events.
Sometimes what is abstracted from history to serve as a sustain-
ing myth can be a lie. The myth of America as a reluctant super-
power, as a nation that ‘had grearness thrust upon it’, as historian
Ernest May argued, is a partial, self-serving and ultimarely self-
deluding idea. May contended that America does not acr accord-
ing to a pre-determined logic but reacts to circumstances, and
achieved pre-eminence not by consciously seeking it but as an
unintended consequence of actions taken either in self-defence
or on behalf of others?? — just like Harry Morgan. The familiar
litany of the myth of the reluctant superpower begins in 1898,
when the US chose war only when the continuing depredations
of Spain’s General Weyler in Cuba became intolerable. Then in
1914 the US remained neutral, intervening only when Germany
violated US neutral rights; burt it did so for altruistic purposes —
to end the war and make the world safe for democracy. In 1939
the US stayed on the sidelines until provoked by Japan’s surprise
arrack on Pearl Harbor; but it entered the conflict to pursue a
crusade for democracy. The myth of the reluctant superpower
does not preclude nor detract from the assertion thar only by
America’s intervention was victory achieved and the high pur-
pose of America as a nation fulfilled. Indeed, the myth of relue-
tance heightens, rather than diminishes, the feel-good facror of
such a reading of history. Comnsistently, it is evil that is the spur
to American action and intervention; therefore, the American
people are reassured that their nation is good, acring disinterest-
edly and nobly according to its enduring values.

But, as we have shown, there is an underlying coherence of
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purpose in US foreign policy — from the Founding Fathers to
Roosevelt, Mahan, Beveridge and Hay through to William Taft
and official endorsement of dollar diplomacy and on to
Woodrow Wilson’s moral charter for a global order of ‘new
Freedom’. The recurrences and sense of familiarity are unmis-
takable; they are articulated by Republicans and Democrats.
And, as we shall see in Chapter Five, the enterprise was given a
boost by Presidents Harry S. Truman and Dwight D. Eisen-
hower. The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the disintegration
of Communism offered further opportunity to fulfil this vision.
The administrations of George H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton
revived the project with a new twist — whereas the orientation of
US policy had been primarily defensive, it now became largely
offensive. As Andrew Bacevich notes:

Though garnished with neologistic flourishes intended to
convey a sense of freshness or originality, the politico-
economic concept to which the United States adheres today
has not changed in a century: the familiar quest for an ‘open
world’, the overriding imperative of commercial integration,
confidence that technology endows the United Srates with a
privileged position in that order, and the expecration that
American military might will preserve order and enforce the
rules. Those policies reflect a single minded derermination to
extend and perpetuate American polirical, economic and cul-
tural hegemony — usually referred to as ‘leadership® — on a
global scale.??

The myth of the relucrant hero is used to camouflage the fact
that the majority of Americans actually do believe that America
has the right to be imperial. There is an inner fitness in America
forged by its founding principles that makes it the right nation to
be pre-eminent. The myth of the relucrant hero works so well
because it says that it is in the very nature of America: when the
circumstances arise, America will arise — just like Harry Morgan
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- to do the right thing for everyone. Where there should be
examination of motives and performance, the miasma of myth
provides a ready assurance that narural, innate reflexes will pro-
duce the right response if and when action is needed. The myth
works to anaestherise American sensibilities to the content of the
history of American engagement with the rest of the world, and
the consistent principles on which it is founded and according to
which it operates. More importantly, the familiarity of the myth
of reluctance serves to overlay another entrenched myth from
which it derives its force: the sustaining myth of nationhood, of
mission, of messianic purpose — Law 4 of American mythology.
If America is the very idea of an ideal nation, then it follows that
American democracy has the right to be imperial and express
itself through empire. These myths work to secure for Americans
the most affluent lifestyles of any people in human history. Their
lives are replere with commodities; their interests, attentions and
concerns are absorbed and distracted by the demands of main-
taining themselves in a competitive, upwardly spiralling con-
sumer lifestyle. Along with Howard Hawks, many Americans
seem to prefer just to be entertained, not to be bothered by Ideas
and not to take sides in an informed debate aboutr how their
nation and their lives came to be the product of empire.
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CHAPTERFOUR

The Player: Hollywood,
Celebrity and Empire

s President Calvin Coolidge so memorably observed, ‘the

business of America is business’.' And as everyone knows,
“There’s no business like show business™ Who could forger Frhel
Merman belring out Irving Berlin’s lyric in Walter Lang’s 1954
Technicolor big-screen movie? The ‘show business’ that Merman
helped give the Hollywood treatment is vaudeville, and this movie
is just one in a long line of love lerters to the business of enter-
tainment made in the enterrainment capital of the world. From
the very beginning, Hollywood has been in love with itself and
all the elements of show business that were incorporated into its
business of dream-making. From the very beginning, Americans
fell in love with movie stars. But most of all, it is in the movies that
America itself finds love and comes to adore its own self-image.
As Neal Gabler argues, America is the Republic of Enterrain-
ment; and movies are the ultimate cornerstone and weapon of
this republic.? Cinema is both a source of escape and an instru-
ment for shaping the mythology of escape as reason for being —
what, in our topology, is the second law of American mythology.
The silver screen, consciously and unconsciously, has shaped
America’s self-image and projected the rightness and justifica-
tion of its will and claim to empire. If American empire has been
a work constructed on dollar diplomacy, then the movies have
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been not only the shop window burt also the leading export of
American business. And they have direct diplomaric bearing for,
in films, America imagines and shapes its imperialist relationship
with the rest of the world and re-imagines and subsumes the his-
tory of other cultures and civilisations within its own worldview.
In movies, America has been assured that its forces have saved
the world, fought the evil enemies of freedom and human values,
and won all wars in the right way, with supreme mastery of the
technology of warfare. Also, the movie-going public has been
reassured that American intelligence, the skulduggery of the dark
side of world affairs, is efficient, all-knowing, all-seeing, and
always gets the bad guys. Cinema thus serves as the driving force,
the central engine, of empire — the seventh law of American
mythology.

Robert Altman’s 1992 film The Piayer is a hall of mirrors in
which the business of movie-making plays in its own reflections.
And it’s about gerting away with murder. The central characrer,
Griffin Mill, is a studio executive who listens to pitches for
movies, and out of the thousands he hears each year he can say
yes only twelve times. At the beginning of the movie Griffin is in
peril, both in his job and from death threats delivered in poison
pen postcards from a disgruntled writer. With imperturbable
aplomb, Mill leads us through the world of contemporary Holly-
wood as a business, in the business of celebrity and affirming the
dreams of the American public. In this narrative journey every-
thing is self-referential, self-absorbed, self-serving, self-loving
and self-assured in its transience and insecurity. The highly per-
sonal techniques of Altman’s movie-making — the naruralism of
his restless camera and sound, the overlay of overheard conver-
sation, the use of celebrity faces mostly playing themselves as
celebrities — all use realism, the medium of the movies, to under-
line the artifice and artificiality of the dream bubble that is
Hollywood.

The focus of all the action is movie-making, and what we get
is a dissection of the dominant themes of the business of movies.
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The pitches for new movies are all derivative, a recombinant
DNA of reconfigured formulae described in Hollywood short-
hand: “The Graduate 27, because its stars are still alive; “a kind of
Gads Must be Crazy except the Coke bortle is now an actress ...
Sort of Qut of Africa meets Preity Woman', ‘Ghost meets
Manchurian Candidate’. And each pitch is presented as a pack-
age tied with the ribbon of celebrity. Each story needs a star: the
names of Julia Roberts, Bruce Willis and Arnold Schwarz-
enegger, the bankable hot ticket names of the time, are refrains
running through the entire film whenever a movie project is men-
tioned. The movie references are everywhere, including within
the visual and technical style of the movie. It opens with the head
of studio security bemoaning the modern style of film ediring;
‘cut, cut, cut’, in contrast to Orson Welles’ opening for Touch of
Euil (1958). This famous #ilm noir opened with a three-and-a-
half-minute tracking shot to establish its serting and themes. The
comment is contained in Altman’s opening eight-minute track-
ing shot that establishes his setting and themes. But on another
level, the darkness of Touch of Ewil is its treatment of racism,
betrayal of friends, sexual ambiguity, frame-ups, drugs and cor-
ruption of power, all of which are reflected in Altman’ hall of
mirrors. Mill’s office is decked out with film posters, mostly for
noir films, and there are abundant conversational references to
movies such as D.0.A., another classic noir of 1950, parrally
based on an earlier German film, remade in 1988 and as Colour
Me Dead in 1969 — movies just keep on being remade. When
Mill tracks down the writer, Kahane, who he believes is respon-
sible for the poison pen postcards, Kahane is ar the movies
watching Bicycle Thieves. Vittorio de Sica’s 1948 film is a clas-
sic of European neo-realism, a human story of unemployment
and poverty in post-war Iraly. An unemployed man gets a job -
putting up posters advertising Hollywood films — but his bicycle
is stolen, robbing him of his job, and he and his son set out to
track down the stolen bike. Awarded an honorary Oscar in
1949, de Sica’s film was the vanguard of Furopean ‘art films’,
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the inceprion of the debate about movies as an art form in con-
trast to mass market Hollywood films as mere commercial enter-
tainment. In a later sequence, Griffin Mill makes a speech ar a
glittering celebrity dinner at the Los Angeles County Museum,
where his company are donating twenty of their films to the
archive:

Many people around this country and around the world have
for too long thought of movies as popular entertainment
more than serious art. And I’'m afraid a large majority of the
press supports this artitude. We wanrt great films with long
shelf lives. We want films of the new John Houston, Orson
Welles, Frank Capra. We and the other film studios have a
responsibility to the public to mainrain the art of motion
pictures as our precious mandarte. Movies are arr, now more
than ever.

During this speech the celebrity audience charter uninterestedly
among themselves. In Altman’ hall of mirrors there are reflec-
tions and distortions, reality and self-deluding illusions.
Surviving in the movie business is all about competition.
Studio head Levison brings in hot shot Larry Levy to supplant
Griffin Mill. Levy has a bright idea to improve the bortom line:
eradicate writers from the process of making movies — the studio
can simply come up with its own ideas. Any newspaper, he
argues, can provide sufficient material, and they proceed to
pluck potential new movies from the day’s headlines as they
translate them into familiar movie formulae. The fate of one
movie project plays an essential role in the narrative of The
Player, from an initial pitch to the screening of the end of the
completed movie thar is the penultimate scene of Altman’s film.
This movie within the movie i1s Habeas Corpus — helpfully
explained as ‘produce the corpse’. It gives a darkly sariric por-
trait of the movie business. What its director pitches to Mill is a
film project with pretensions to be art with social consciousness
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and a message. And this sub-plot within The Player turns on the
keywords of ‘reality’, ‘innocence” and *what happens’. Habeas
Corpies will be about a District Attorney who believes in the
death penalty but knows the reality: disproportionately, black
defendants are convicted and executed. The DA vows that the
next defendant he sends to the gas chamber will be smart, rich
and white. “What a hook’, gushes the agent. And so it is. A wife
is accused of killing her husband; the DA falls in love with the
wife but puts her in the gas chamber anyway. As the execution is
under way, the DA learns that the husband faked his death - the
wife is innocent. The DA races to the prison, but shes dead. °1
tell you there’s not a dry eye in the house’, insists the director.
Griffin Mill is taken aback. ‘She’s dead?” “She’s dead’, replies the
director, ‘because that’s the reality, the innocent die.” And he
wants to make the film withourt stars: *because the story’s just
too damned important to risk being overwhelmed by personal-
ity. That’s fine for action picrures bur this is special. We want
real people here. We don’ want people coming with precon-
ceived motions.” His agent, however, whispers the Hollywood
mantra: ‘Julia Roberts’, ‘Bruce Willis’. But the director insists
that, all in all, his concepr is not even an American picture: “No
stars, no pat happy endings, no Schwarzenegger, no stick-up, no
terrorists. This is a tough story, a tragedy in which an innocent
woman dies. Why? ... because ... that happens.” Indeed, what a
hook! Exactly the baited hook Mill needs to lure his rival Larry
Levy to his doom. Mill gers the picrure accepted bur handed to
Levy, knowing this will enable him to step in ar the crucial
moment to rescue the project. When we see the screening of the
now completed Habeas Corpus, the lead roles are indeed played
by Julia Roberts and Bruce Willis - playing cameo roles in The
Player. We watch Roberts being taken to the gas chamber,
strapped into the chair; the gas pellets drop, her head lolls for-
ward. A telephone rings; down the corridor Willis charges
towards the gas chamber, takes an axe to break the glass and
bursts in to rescue the seemingly lifeless body of Roberts and
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carry her to safety - she stirs! “What took you so long?” she asks.
“Traffic was a bitch’, Willis replies. THE END. In the screening
room Mill’s assistant is incensed. “You sold out. What about
reality?” she shrieks. “Whar about the way the old ending tested
in Canoga Park?’ replies the director who had made such protes-
tations of art and meaning, reality and dead innocence. “Every-
body hated it. Now everybody loves it. That’s reality!” he con-
cludes. To which the rescued Larry Levy adds: “This is a hit. This
is what we’re here for.” Yes, there’s no business like show business!

In the course of The Player, Mill commits and gets away with
the murder of David Kahane. He wrongly believes Kahane to be
the sender of the death threats, and tracks him down in an
arrempt to buy him off with a promise of producing his film, the
story of a young American in Japan. Mill is identified as the
prime suspect by the police, but the only witness wrongly identi-
fies a police officer as the man she saw leaving the murder scene.
In this reality, an innocent man died and Mill walks free from
the police line-up. In sum, Mill is a murderer who kills without
malign intent, almost accidentally, but with presence of mind
and without remorse. He is a man who loves all that is morally
empty and emotionally neutered, including the lover of the man
he murdered, the exotic foreign painter June Gudmundsdorttir,
who makes art for art’s sake. He aspires to pretensions of art,
but only pretentiously, for his dedication belongs solely to suc-
ceeding in the competitive world of the movie business. He
defines for us what makes a movie, the irreducible ingredients
underlying the recombinant DNA of movie formulae: *suspense,
laughter, violence, hope, heart, nudity, sex and, most of all, a
happy ending.” He lives within a world of excess, indulgence and
artificiality. He manipulates power capriciously and maliciously
for his own ends. And he succeeds triumphantly. He not only
rescues Larry Levy but ends up as head of the studio. And we
like him. At the end of the film, as he drives from the studio his
car phone rings. The call is from the writer of the poison pen
postcards. Mill listens as this mystery voice pitches a movie: a
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studio executive commits murder and gets away with it — the
plot of The Player. *Can you guarantee thar ending?” Mill
inquires. The mysterious writer says he can. “Then we have a
deal’, says Mill as he turns into a private road and pulls up
before his house, a perfect house with roses around the door and
an American flag proudly flying, to be greered by his beauriful
and fulsomely pregnant wife, June Gudmundsdortir. The
metaphor is complete.

In Hollywood, reality is always reconfigured to conform to
established formulae. It is these formulae that are its business, and
its business has always been about affirmation of the American
self-image and global domination. Cinema is the engine of empire
metaphorically and in reality. The birth of cinema was contem-
poraneous with the first stirrings of off-shore American imperial-
ism. Large-screen projection of moving images began in 1896. In
America the new technology found a home in vaudeville theatres,
a novelty enterrainment between the variety acts, and in penny
arcades and storefront theatres in working-class districts. In 1§98
war fever swept the United States — ‘Remember the Maine!l” was
the battle cry when an American vessel was allegedly blown up
in Havana harbour, precipitating the Spanish American War. It
was the war that spearheaded Theodore Roosevelt’s vision of
American imperialism, fabricated out of his refashioning of
British imperialism and social Darwinism. The movies quickly
responded to the popular mood; quite literally, movies began by
going to war. Thomas Alva Edison, self-proclaimed inventor of
the new medium, called one of his films Raising Old Glary Over
Moro Castle (1899), though the iconic image was shot in front
of a backcloth art his producrion facility in West Orange, New
Jersey, not at the monument in Old Havana. As Robert Sklar
observes: ‘Fabrication was, of course, the point: no motion-
picture films were made of the fighting in Cuba. Whar was
important was how filmmakers responded to the challenge of
reproducing the war for the benefit of vaudeville audiences.”
And it was war that gave America global domination of the
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movie business. Contrary to the conventional story, Edison was
not the sole inventor of the technology of movies. Edison was a
superb self-publicist; the celebrity inventor was considered the
greatest living American. He had such a secure hold over public
recognition that he was able to convince other inventors to sell
him their technology because it would sell better under his name
than theirs. Much of the early development of cinema, however,
took place in France, and in the early years the French company
Pathe Freres was a leading producer of the short one- and two-
reel films that established the mass popular audience for cinema.
Statistics and records of the early years of movie history are hard
to come by and often confused, since movies began before copy-
right law existed. The first all-movie theatre opened in London
in 1907, its programmes consisting exclusively of Pathé films. In
1909, figures offered by a British movie trade paper showed that
French producers supplied 40% of new film releases and
American producers 30% in the British market. “There are no
comparable figures for the United Srates, burt it is likely that
Pathe Freres also became the single largest producer of films
shown in nickelodeons.” What changed everything was the First
World War, which for Europe ran from 1914 t0 1918. In Europe
it was a war of mass mobilisation, absorbing all the producrive
capacity of the major nations and producing unimaginable car-
nage, some of which was recorded in reality by movie cameras.
A generation of Europe’s young men perished in the artrition of
trench warfare in Flanders fields, making the losses to the com-
mercial film-making of France and Iraly, untl that rime the world
leaders, an unremarked casualty. Into the void stepped the
American industry. Just as Woodrow Wilson led America into
the war and emerged to play a dominant role in the Versailles
negotiations that ended it, proposing a new world order and a
new imperial vision of America’s place in the world, so too, by
the end of the war, the United States was producing some 85%
of the films shown throughout the world, and 28% of those
shown in America - a dominance it was never to relinquish. The
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movies became the first business of American global commercial
expansion, the most successful and enduring - not least because
of the structure and pracrices adopred by the industry in its
earliest years.

Edison, the greatest living American, had a will to dominate.
What he wanted was complete control of the mortion picrure
field. To this end he tried to force his competitors to use only his
camera under licence and to sell or rent films only to the exhibit-
ors who agreed to use licensed projectors and films. He used his
own applications couched in the most general terms to the US
Patents Office, and the courts, to secure his position, suing com-
petitors who failed to comply. Since few of his competitors had
Edison’s financial resources, successive stages of the legal process
could easily mean bankruptcy, even if they won. In 1901 Edison
won a case against the Biograph Company, butr it was over-
turned on appeal. Judge William ]. Wallace declared: “It is obvi-
ous that Mr Edison was not a pioneer.” He had not invented the
film, or the camera capable of taking motion pictures at high
speeds and precise intervals, though he had been first in the field
commercially and had probably invented a successful way to
make other people’s inventions work. Edison repaired to the
Patents Office, and further court cases followed in 1906 and
1907. In 1908 Biograph held up a white flag and called for nego-
tations. The result was a general sertlement involving the nine
major producing companies, including Edison’s and two French
companies — Pathé Freres and Melies. They formed the Motion
Picture Patents Company; its objective was what Edison had
been working towards all along: complete monopoly. The
Patents Company made an agreement with Eastman Kodak, sole
American producer of film stock, limiting sales to their licensed
producers who would then rent their films solely to distributors
and exhibitors exclusively licensed to show their films. Any dis-
tributor or exhibitor who broke the rules would be excluded,
and exhibitors would pay a fee to the Patents Company for rent-
ing licensed films. Edison got a major share of these royalries, his

129



AMERICAN DREAM, GLOBAL NIGHTMARE

net profits soaring to over $1 million a year. The Patents
Company also worked 1o exclude British and Iralian film pro-
ducers from the American marker; only one British and one
French company - beyond the two French producers who were
members of the Patents Company - were permitted a miniscule
quota of three reels per week for both. Having established its
position, the Patents Company proceeded to consolidate the ver-
tical integration of the industry by creating irs own distribution
exchange, driving out or buying up its own licensees. It licensed
between half and two-thirds of the 6,000 movie theatres across
America.

The Motion Picture Patents Company constructed a basis for
easy profits and was content with its dominance. Its complac-
ency contained the seeds of its own demise, though it ser the pat-
tern that was to be the foundation of the movie industry until the
1950s. The Patents Company produced one-reel and then reluc-
tantly two-reel films which it supplied to the nickelodeons, as
the dedicated movie theatres that began to spread across
America in 1905 were called. These theatres, crowded together
in the poorest areas of town, had a voracious apperite for films
and changed their programmes on a daily basis. But the Patents
Company, known as the Trust, began to offer preferential terms
to exhibitors who opened theatres in more well-to-do neighbour-
hoods or prime downtown locations where they would give
movies longer runs and charge more. As Sklar notes, ‘through
local newspaper advertising and review and by building up a
reputation for quality prints of pre-censored films, the Patents
Company hoped gradually to shift the social foundations of
movie patronage’.® In this way they lefr a hole in the most lucra-
tive and loyal area of the marker thar allowed independent pro-
ducers to thrive. The movie stage was ser for a life-and-death
battle from which the independents emerged triumphant.
Leading the charge of the independents was Carl Laemmle, a
German-born Jew who had been a clothing store manager unril
he opened a storefront nickelodeon. Soon he started distributing
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to unlicensed nickelodeons and those ill-served by the Trust,
moving to production and eventually to replication of the pattern
set by the Trust. As far as possible, independents like Laemmle
tried to work around the Trust’s restrictions, or just hoped they
were not caught: camouflaging their cameras and scattering to
more distant locations, including California, to evade the Trust’s
spies looking for violations that they could take to courr. Along
the way, Laemmle was the target of 289 separate legal acrions
that cost him $300,000.

The independents succeeded by innovarion and initiative and
most of all by adoption of a ‘star’ system. Trust producers did
not identify the actors who appeared in their films. But the
movie-going public quickly latched on to favourite players and
began writing fan letters to those it identified with, such as “The
Biograph Girl’, Florence Lawrence. Laemmle capitalised on this,
hiring Lawrence away from Biograph in 1209 and giving her
star billing in his own company’ films. In 1910 he hired Mary
Pickford from Biograph by offering to nearly double her salary.
When nickelodeons changed their programmes daily, a practice
that endured until the 1920s, audience recognition of star names
was the most effective publicity: “stars sold pictures as nothing
else could.”” The Player is not a sorry story of what Hollywood
has become today, but an accurate reflection of where Holly-
wood began and what Hollywood has always been abour.

The movie industry began beyond the radar of the élite
guardians of high culture and art and the middle-class guardians
of public decency. It found its audience among the immigrants
and the working classes. It created its audience oftren by pander-
ing to voyeurism, with films of women undressing and nudiry, a
point acknowledged by the industry irself: ‘in the beginning
many inferior elements crowded into this business; ... the appeal
was often to the morbid and the vulgar and ... some men made,
and others exhibited, pictures which catered to the lowest
instincts of humanity.”® In 1908, the year the Motion Picture
Patents Company was formed, New York City moved to revoke
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the licence of all its 600 nickelodeons and passed laws requiring
new, more expensive licences, placing films under police juris-
diction and controlling children’ attendance. The industry
responded quickly to this new development by offering a system
of self-censorship, another pattern that was to endure and shape
the development of Hollywood. But trying to disown its origins,
to move away from the gherto neighbourhoods and collaborate
with the guardians of civic probity, could not save the Trust. In
1915 it was judged to be an organisation in restraint of trade
under the terms of the Sherman Anti-trust Act. But by the time
this axe fell on the Motion Picture Patents Company it was
already losing out commercially and imaginartively to the new
breed of independent producers.

The triumphant producers who made Hollywood An Empire
of Their Own, in Neal Gabler’s appropriate title,’ succeeded
because they arose from the same background as the audiences
that made movies a commercial success. Apart from Laemmle,
William Fox, Adolph Zukor, Jesse Lasky and his brother-in-law
Samuel Goldfish (later Goldwyn) were also Jews, all from
Eastern Europe. Their background was in merchandising or
enterrainment before entering the movie business. “They were
the audience. They were the same people’, Gabler quotes one
Jewish producer as explaining.'” The people in question were
immigrants new to America, part of the greatest wave of immi-
gration to a nation of immigrants. Berween 1870 and 1200,
America received eleven million new immigrants. By 1924, some
22 million new immigrants had passed through the arrival
terminal at Ellis Island. At the beginning of the 20th century,
over 60% of residents in the twelve largest cities were either
foreign-born or first-generation Americans. This was the princi-
pal audience for the new medium of cinema, just as it was also
the background of those who came to dominate and control the
development of the industry. It was through cinema that they
read their life project of remaking themselves in a new and dis-
tinctive character, acquiring the narrative history and mythic
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story of their new identity. Cinema was the most direct medium
of communication, working through visual images constructed
out of reality to give the appearance of reality. Silent movies
required no mastery of literary language; they told their stories
through gesture and expression, not exactly a universal language
but a codified system that could be mastered rapidly by anyone.
American cinema’s first imperial act was an imperialism of the
mind. Being Furopean Jews not only meant that the movie
moguls understood the ghetto communities from many nations
that were changing the face of America’s cities; but also emphas-
ised their dedication to the process that succeeded coming to
America: assimilation. Assimilation had been the lodestone of
19th-century European Jewry as the only means to escape the
persecution and proscription they faced. “Whart united [the Jews
who invented Hollywood] in deep spiritual kinship was their
utter and absolute rejection of their past and their equally absolute
devotion to their new country ... a ferocious, even pathological,
embrace of America.””’ Moreover:

they would fabricate their empire in the image of America as
they would fabricate themselves in the image of prosperous
Americans. They would create its values and myths, its tradi-
tions and archetypes ... By making a *shadow” America, one
which idealized every old glorifying bromide about the coun-
try, the Hollywood Jews created a powerful cluster of images
and ideas — so powerful that, in a sense, they colonized the
American imagination. No one could think abourt this coun-
try without thinking abour the movies. As a result, the para-
dox — that the movies were quintessentially American while
the men who made them were not — doubled back on irself.
Ultimately, American values came to be defined largely by the
movies the Jews made. Ultimately, by creating their idealized
America on screen, the Jews reinvented the country in the

image of their fiction."
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In business terms, this new breed of movie-makers, the ‘moguls,
not only supplanted the Motion Picture Patents Company: they
succeeded in transcending the class and culrural divide where
their predecessors had failed. They did so by making more
expensive and extensive films, of up to five reels or one hour in
length. And they robbed the Trust of its middle-class pretensions
by producing, in Adolph Zukor’s phrase, ‘Famous Players in
Famous Plays’. It was the independents, not the Trust, that
began to translate literary and theatrical culture into movies. If
they changed the content of movies, they rerained the will to
dominate through verrical integration of the industry under
single or affiliated ownership; this was re-pioneered by William
Fox and became standard in the industry. Threats of anti-trust
investigations and actual investigations were a recurrent feature
of Hollywood history, but the axe did not fall on the new breed
of movie moguls until after the Second World War. They had 33
years in which they reconfigured America’s self-image and built
its unassailable domination of global popular culrure.

It was the new breed of movie moguls who began buying up
cheap land around Los Angeles and establishing their studios in
what would ever after be generically known as Hollywood. Not
the least of its attractions was the lack of unionised labour in
California - along with the year-round sunshine and a great
diversity of landscape all within easy travelling distance. The
region around Hollywood could, and did, pass muster for virtu-
ally anywhere in the world, and so in the movies became the
world. And American movies were destined for the world. In
1921, Scientific American wrote that the movie industry had
become ‘infected with the new spirit of internationalism which
has raken such firm root in the economic and industrial life of
the country as the result of the seizure of war-time opporrun-
ities’.'* Or more appropriately, as Edward G. Lowry commented
in the Saturday Evening Post: “Trade follows the film.”'* “The
sun, it now appears, never sets on the British Empire and the
American motion picture’, he wrote. A member of Britains House
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of Lords rose to complain that Midlands factories were forced to
alter their design patterns because customers in the Middle East
demanded shoes and clothes modelled after those worn by
American stars. Japanese tailors attended the movies to learn
how to cut the styles demanded by their Western-minded
patrons. In Brazil, a 35% rise in sales of an American car fol-
lowed its appearance in a Hollywood film, while architects had
begun building California-style bungalows. The ability of Holly-
wood to promote merchandising and ser popular cultural trends
is another strand of global dominance original to cinema as the
engine of empire. The message was not lost on Congress. In
1925 1t appropriated $15,000 to establish a Motion Picture
Section in the Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce.
Sratistics published by the Bureau make it clear how dominant
American cinema had become. It produced more films each year
than any other country: in 1927 alone, some 700 features were
made in Hollywood, while Germany made 241 and Britain only
44, Hollywood’s share of total releases in most countries around
the world ranged from 75% to 90%. As the London Evening
Post commented:

If the United Srates abolished its diplomaric and comnsular
services, kept it ships in harbour and its tourists at home, and
retired from the world’s markets, its cirizens, its problems, its
towns and countryside, its roads, motor cars, counting houses
and saloons would still be familiar in the urtermost corners
of the world ... The film is to America whar the flag was once
to Britain. By its means Uncle Sam may hope some day, if he
be not checked in time, to Americanize the world."

The ability of movies to influence audiences has been a marter of
concern from their inception. As Hollywood moved to caprure
middle-class audiences in middle-class neighbourhoods and
become respectable, the arbiters of civic decency and taste became
more, not less, concerned. As always, efforts to restrain the
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influence of movies centred on prurience rather than the deeper
effects of its myth-making and the social and political conse-
quences of fear, disaffection and imperial ideology encoded in
and working through its narrative formulae. The system of self-
censorship agreed in 1908 did not prevent some states from try-
ing to operate more direct control by ordering the elimination of
scenes or prohibiting entire films before their first public screen-
ing. Two such state laws were tested in the Supreme Court in
1915; the movie company, Mutual, claimed the protection of the
First Amendment. “We immediately feel that the argument is
wrong or strained which extends guarantees of free opinion and
speech to the multitudinous shows which are advertised on the
billboards of our cities and towns ... It cannot be put out of view
that the exhibition of moving picrures is a business pure and
simple, originated and conducted for profit, like other specta-
cles, not to be regarded, nor intended to be regarded by the Ohio
constitution, we think, as part of the press of the country or as
organs of public opinion’, said Justice Joseph McKenna speak-
ing for the Court.’® By the 1920s, the Hollywood studio system
was in place, integrating producrion of movies with a complex
hierarchical distribution system through first-run and neighbour-
hood cinemas owned and operated by the studios. *As a system
designed to concentrate power and as a profit-making enterprise
it was without flaw, so long as one essential condition was mer:
... Awesome as the power and profit of the movie moguls
became in the 1920s, they never ceased to depend on their abil-
ity to please the public.”’” But Hollywood did not just depend on
the American public - it was a global business. Overseas sales
accounted for more than a third of the industry’s total income
during the 1920s. It was the vital margin for the high profits,
high salaries and extravagant lifestyle of the moguls and stars.
The world was the icing on Hollywood’s cake.

The era of silent movies established the principal genres of
movie-making. Hollywood took its stories from theatre, from
the literary fiction of America through to dime novels, as well as
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from newspapers and the unsolicited scenarios that began to
deluge the studios. Hollywood was where stories went to be
refashioned into what Roland Barthes terms ‘collective represen-
tations”. But as the movies became the centre of cultural myth-
making, the stars who sold the picrures grabbed and held more
and more attention from the public. Fan magazines, newspaper
stories and gossip columns devoted to the private lives of the
stars emerged before the First World War and accompanied the
rise of Hollywood to global domination. Projecting, preserving
and protecting the public image of the stars became an industry
in itself, a public relations industry that served as a shop window
for the product the stars sold: movies. The culture of celebrity
begins with the rise of Hollywood. How the stars lived, loved
and enjoyed themselves, as much as how an ordinary girl or boy
could become a star, became a staple interest of the public.

In 1921, headlines screamed the news that Roscoe °Fartty’
Arbuckle was charged with the murder of a young actress.
Virginia Rappe had been one of the many prerty girls at a party
that lasted over the Labor Day weekend, accompanied by copi-
ous amounts of bootleg booze. When the party ended she was
discovered in a bedroom, her clothes torn and seriously ill. She
died soon after in hospital. Arbuckle was charged with murder
and later indicted for manslaughter. There were three trials; two
ended with hung juries before he was acquirted at the third.
While the Arbuckle case was winding to the destruction of his
career, other scandals hit the headlines and began to make the
private peccadilloes and sins of the stars as shocking to the
guardians of civic morality as the movies themselves. The rising
crescendo of alarm at the mfluence and effect of movies and the
culture of celebrity was reflected in newspapers, books and aca-
demic studies by earnest sociologists. “Our children are rapidly
becoming whar they see in the movies’,' wrote Norman E.
Richardson in 1921. In a 1926 edition of a prestigious polirical
science journal entirely devoted to movies, Donald Young, a
sociologist at the University of Pennsylvania, suggested that
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movies ‘introduce and spread personal and social attitudes far
beyond the reach of most of us™.'” In the same issue, Wilton A.
Barrett described the movie as a “purveyor of ideas, symbols and
secrets’; and ‘it could narrate facts to the grear majority and
offer suggestions, which the jealous minority did not intend, as
it never has intended, the humble servants of humanity and an
exploiting civilization to know’. Writing in 1916, Hugo
Miinsterberg, Harvard professor of psychology, explained the
complex influence of movies as follows: “Depth and movement
alike comes to us in the moving picture world, not as hard facts
but as a mixture of fact and symbol.”*"

Hollywood responded to these various statements of its power
and influence by the old method of offering self-censorship,
and a new initiative asserting its power for good. A new trade
organisation, the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors
Association, was formed. As its president, the industry hired the
Postmaster (General, former chairman of the Republican
National Committee and Presbyterian elder, Will H. Hays. His
task was to promote a new sense of graviras for the movies
through a whole range of public relations acrivities, including
behind-the-scenes lobbying in Washingron. Motion pictures, he
argued, had infinite promise as the ‘Esperanto of the Eye” that
broke down all barriers of language, spoke to all nations and
peoples and eventually would clear up all misunderstandings
among nations and thus abolish war. And while Hays was pro-
moting his version of the civilising mission of the movies, the
Hays Office was developing a production code for self-censorship
standards covering the issues of taste and decency. The text of
the 1930 version of the code was written by Catholic layman
and motion picture trade publisher Martin Quigley, in collabo-
ration with Jesuit priest Daniel A. Lord. It too explicitly cast self-
censorship in the context of a civilising mission: “If motion pic-
tures present stories that will affecr lives for the better, they can
become the most powerful force for the improvement of
mankind.” And this mission was expressly a global mission:
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‘Mortion picture producers recognize the high trust and confi-
dence which have been placed in them by the people of the world
and which have made motion pictures a universal form of enter-
tainment. ... Hence, though regarding motion pictures primarily
as entertainment without any explicit purpose of teaching or
propaganda, they know, that the motion picture within its own
field of enterrainment may be directly respomnsible for spiritual or
moral progress, for higher types of social life, and for much cor-
rect thinking.™' In other words, Hollywood would much prefer
to have it both ways — it was only entertainment, it was only
business, but it was an important and ennobling business. The
content of the code prescribed standards and requirements in
depicting crime (‘the sympathy of the audience should never be
thrown to the side of crime, wrong doing, evil or sin’), sex, pro-
fanity, dances, costume, religion and national feelings, declaring
that ‘the history, institutions, prominent people and citizenry of
other nations shall be represented fairly’. In 1934, when the
Catholic League of Decency began flexing its congregants to
boycott films that the Church considered indecent, Hays offered
stricter enforcement of self-censorship through the Production
Code Administration, headed by the former Irish-Catholic
Philadelphia journalist Joseph I. Breen. The Breen Office, as it
became known, was the enforcer with the power to approve, cen-
sor or reject movies made or distributed by Hollywood studios.

In 1927 the world of Hollywood changed. In October of that
year a movie theatre on Broadway showed The Jazz Singer, the
first talkie. It was an appropriate vehicle for this new departure
by the Empire of Hollywood. Leslie Halliwell in his annual film
bible describes it as an ‘archerypal Jewish weepie’.?? It is the
story of a cantor’ son who finds show business fame as a black-
face singer in the genre of the American minstrel shows. It made
history: “You aint heard nothin’ yet.” And momentarily it raised
fears that the global dominance of Hollywood might be threat-
ened by the diversity of the world’s languages as opposed to the
universal language of silent film. With 30-40% of gross revenues
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coming from foreign markets, this was a concern. But the allure
of Hollywood, as well as its hold on ownership of theatres and
distribution nerworks around the world, were too strong. Its
share of the German and PBritish markets fell less than 10%
between 1927 and 1931, and less than 15% in France. Flse-
where in the world, Hollywood continued to supply between
60% and 20% of all films shown, and even a third or more in
markets such as India and Japan which had their own highly
developed mass-production film industries. The profirability of
the global empire of cinema continued, adapting to the language
barriers by dubbing, subtitling and for a time even utilising the
opportunities of the studio system and the presence of foreign
actors to make simultaneous foreign language versions of films.

With the addition of sound, movies became more potent than
ever. Movie moguls accepred and promoted their role as moral
guardians of America along with their stock in trade: the affirm-
ation of American values as they defined, reconfigured and
projected them through their cultural myth-making. So, in 1941
Darryl E Zanuck could argue convincingly before a Congress-
ional hearing that Hollywood had produced ‘pictures so strong
and powerful thar they sold the American way of life, not only
to America but to the entire world’.?* Louis B. Mayer, founder of
the MGM studio, according to his grandson, saw his character-
istic films of small town America as “artefacts of Americana and
really saw them as shaping the taste of the country. One part of
life in Communist Russia he would have admired if he had
stayed behind was the way in which art is focused to shape
society ... He wanted values to be instilled in the country and
knew how influential films could be and very much wanted to
capitalize on it.”* Jack Warner, one of the Warner Brothers, the
company that made The Jazz Singer, expressed a general senti-
ment when he told a reporter: “More and more is the realization
growing that pictures can and do play an all-important part in

the culrural and educational development of the world.”®

In the 1930s and 40s, the so-called *Golden Age’, Hollywood
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was dominated by the studio system, the enormous economies of
scale of mass production thar allowed Hollywood to keep turn-
ing out the huge quantity of product to satisfy the demand of
audiences worldwide. Each studio was headed by a self-made
scion of the new immigrants. The films made by each studio
answered to the personality and psyche of the head of the studio,
who presided over his empire with total command. The studios
were repositories of their hopes and dreams and how they saw
America. So the civilising, Americanising mission became, and
has remained, part and parcel of the mantle of cinema. The
imprint the movies bore was that of American empire. ‘Out of
this mix of energy, suspicion, gloom, iconoclasm, and liberalism’,
writes Gabler, ‘came not only a distinctive kind of film, but also
a distinctive vision of America — particularly urban America. It
was an environment cruel and indifferent, one almost cosmo-
logically adversarial, where a host of forces prevented one from
easily attaining virtue. It was a world that daunted and dared -
a world where one’s only hope and only meaning lay not in
higher morals, not in love, not in family, not in sacrifice, but in
action leavened by a vague sense of honour.” This vision found
an echo with the under- and working classes of Depression-
ridden urban America, *who felt their own sense of betrayal, sus-
picion, and anxiety and for many these films came to frame their
experience’.?® And at the end of the day in the cosmology of
Hollywood, as in all myth, it is the lone man, the single individ-
ual who is the focus, the meaning and the message. The remak-
ing of self is what the movies have always been abour.

Films built out of reality and artuned to the psyche of reality
became more real than reality. It is not the case thar all
Hollywood films are triumphalist documents of America and
therefore direct and unmediated tools of empire. Rather, films
are nuanced expressions of America for America, and work to
insulate and isolate the American psyche as the toraliry of reality.
They present America with an image of itself, but they also pres-
ent America with an image of the world. And then they sell this
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vision to the whole world. Just as America is depicted in coded
stereotypes, stock characters in formulaic narratives that explore
cultural myths and legends to represent an idealised nation, so
too the world has been encoded in the playbook of Hollywood.
The peoples and history of the world have also been reconfig-
ured as stock characters and formulaic narratives, the myths and
legends of all the world integrated into the recombinant DNA of
Hollywood story-telling.

There is a remarkable consistency to Hollywood’s view of the
world, which can best be described as the *Columban vision’.
The movies have reacquainted the world with morifs, themes,
ideas and symbols that travelled in the backpack of Christopher
Columbus, the man who ‘discovered” America. Conventional
history makes Columbus a *‘modern’ man, a rationalist man of
science opening the way for the advance of Europe and its
imperial civilising mission. In constructing this portrait, history
airbrushes out all that sits uneasily or contradicts this image. In
particular, history pours derision on the well-thumbed, carefully
annotated books that Columbus chose to take with him on his
voyage. These expressed his vision of the world, whar he
expected to find when he arrived in the east by travelling west,
and he used their conventions to describe everything he found
on his arrival. Far from being ‘modern’, Columbus was a
thoroughly *medieval’ man, and his vision of the world was
shaped by the Travels of Sir jobn Mandeville and the Imago
Mindi of Pierre d’Ailly, the books he took with him.?” These
medieval bestsellers presented the world beyond Furope as a
place of marvels and wonders, filled with grotesque peoples who
defied natural law and who lived beyond the rules of Christian
life that defined the values, modes and normality of real life for
all Furopeans. Far from being fables, fairy tales and proof of the
blinded credulity of the medieval mind, the worldview of the
books Columbus read, and how he thought, was a well-ordered
ideological view of everything. And it provided Columbus, and
Europe, with exactly the will to dominate that was the making
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of imperialism. And what is more it made good stories, arche-
typal stories that affirmed what Furopeans needed to know: they
were the true, real people, the centre of the universe; and all
Others, all non-Christian and non-European people, were in
varying ways and degrees unnatural, wedded to superstition and
the works of the Devil, or were agents of the Devil himself and
there to be dominated, tutored, conquered and possessed. This
ideology was a clear division berween right and wrong, Us and
Them, friend and enemy, an adversarial vision of the world
described in sharply moralist terms with clear imperial meaning.
And this ‘medieval’ ideology informed all the travellers’ rales
that delighted the reading public long after mere rationalist
scientific information was available. In the 20th century this old
tradition of the myths and legends underpinning imperialism
came to rest in Hollywood, the place where all good stories went
to be recast as part of an American ideology of empire.

When Columbus made landfall in the Americas, the people
he and his crew found fell into two simple, old and familiar
categories: the peaceable, innocent children of nature ready to be
taught and tutored in civilisation; and the cannibals beyond the
pale of all civilisation, the enemies who had to be annihilated. In
Hollywood terms: the good Indian, the loyal scout, the tracrable
squaw; or the bloodthirsty, the hostile, barbarous, murderous
scalping Indian who had to be defeated, had to be eradicated.
America is a nation and a mythic culture built on the found-
ations of the Columban worldview at home. It was a nation
founded with slavery within. In Hollywood terms again, there
are the house niggers, the mammies — Hattie McDaniel or Butter-
fly McQueen in Gone With the Wind — the Steppin’ Ferchits, the
Rochesters, the tractable blacks; and there are the bad-ass
blacks, the ominous, evil, lurking menace that at any moment
could rise up and rape innocent white women in their beds and
overthrow all order — a convention begun with Birth of 2 Nation
(1915) that lived on to the blaxploitation movies of the 1970s
such as Shaft. Racism comes included in the foundations of
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America and works its way through the language of Hollywood.
Whether Indian or Negro, these Others thar were part of
America were caught in a pre-modern mind: superstitious, easily
duped by witchdoctors, ghosts, spirits, mumbo jumbo of any
and all kinds, and in awe of the wonders that the white civilised
world could create.

Columbus, like all the other explorers who opened the world
up for Europe, set sail for the Indies. “The Indies” was a generic
term for all thar was not Christian Europe, whether east or west.
What would be found there would be part of the generic ideo-
logical world picture that the explorers had been raught; they
took it with them and inscribed it upon all the people they
found. The same is true of Hollywood. They had their natives at
home, and the conventions of the Western could simply be trans-
ferred anywhere in the world that the storyline required. In the
early 1930s, when the reality of the Depression slackened the
audience for °A’ feature Westerns and their oprimistic, triumph-
alist nationalism, Hollywood relocated to the Indian frontier of
the British Empire. Lives of @ Bengal Lancer (1934), Gunga Din
(1939), based on a combination of Kipling’s Saldiers Three and
his best-known poem, and Wee Willie Winkie (1937}, based on
a Kipling short story, were all essentially Westerns set in the
East. Lives of a Bengal Lancer was such a model of the
Columban Indies that it was remade in 1939 as Geronimao, the
Afghans reconfigured into Apaches in a reworked script using
convenient locations on the Hollywood backlot that could be
anywhere in the world. Even The Charge of the Light Brigade in
Michael Curriz’s 1936 version is given a backstory thar explains
the military debacle in the Crimean War as a revenge pumnish-
ment for Surat Khan, the evil Afghan assisting the Russian
enemy! Africa enters the movies through the Tarzam genre.
There have been no fewer than 34 Tarzan pictures since the first
talkie, Tarzan the Tiger, in 1929; and Tarzan too has travelled
the Indies, making his appearance in India (1262}, having gone
to New York in 1942, All the conventions of the Dark Continent
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have been given Hollywood form in the remakings of King
Solomon’s Mines (1950 and 1985) and the other Ryder Haggard
staple, She (1935). In the movies, Africans are immersed in the
barbaric mindser of animist paganism, an antithesis to all that is
civilisation. The Chinese are either evil, as is the case with Ming,
the adversary of Flash Gordon (in the Universal Studios serials,
1936-40), or barbarians, dead to humane virrues like the people
of The Goad Earth (1937). The yellow peril and the land of the
geisha had their cinemartic stock representations, of the past,
present and future — and they are all effete, cruel, fanatical and
soulless in their opposition to the all-American heroes. The
Middle East was essentially the land of the Arabian Nights. Its
first Hollywood outings were in Rudolph Valentino’s sensuous
The Sheik (1921) and The Thief of Baghdad (1924), with its
thousand and one nights of stories spawning a multitude of Holly-
wood incarnations for Aladdin and Sinbad in a timeless land of
allure, marvels and evil villains — before the real villains, the ter-
rorists, arrived to dominate Hollywood’s vision and provide the
stock plot-line for innumerable films. As far as Hollywood was
concerned: the Middle East is either a distant fantasy or a cur-
rent dark reality, with nothing in berween. When Valentino was
not alluring in romantic Bedouin mode he embodied the Latin
Lover, a generic idea that inscribed the world beyond America as
lands of passion. Or there was Mexico, the land of peons, villains,
banditos, endless revolutions and gross racial stereotyping. The
point, of course, is that racial stereotyping is the funcrion of the
Columban worldview, giving easy potted portraits of the lands
and their peoples, familiarising the film-going audience with
easy footnotes of stock characters — effete, sensual, venal — and
formulaic storylines that occur then, now and always in a his-
tory of the world channelled through foreign villains and all-
American heroes. It is an ideological vision of a world ready for,
and needing, the civilising mission of America. In the Columban
vision of Hollywood, the hero rakes up the white man’s burden
and wins the day. The unique potency of cinema as empire
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derives from the structural necessity of the narrative form -
every film has a last reel, a denouement, a climactic resolution;
and that resolution underlines American power and dominance.
In short, the good guys win, and in the movies of course, that
means America wins.

This was the empire made on film stock by the Hollywood
studio system. It survived the arrival of radio and served the
nation during the Second World War, gathering its greatest audi-
ence and sustaining its worldwide dominance. But it was over-
thrown by the same anti-trust laws that broke the Motion
Picture Patents Company. “What remains is a spell, a landscape
of the mind, a constellation of values, attirudes, and images, a
history and a mythology that is parr of our culture and con-
sciousness. What remains is the America of our imaginations
and theirs. Our of their desperation and their dreams, they gave
us this America’, Neal Gabler says of this world.?® But by the
time the axe fell on the studio system, Hollywood was already
losing audiences to the new kid on the block: television. The
studios adapted in part by recycling their system and their ‘B’
movies, the familiar genres with their in-built worldview, mes-
sages and mythic formulae, using their production facilities to
make television programmes. The empire was divided and
reconfigured and yet maintained its hold. Movie audiences and
profits were in decline in the 1950s through to the 70s, bur Holly-
wood was alive and well. The mechanics of worldwide market
dominance established from the early years, honed and developed
through the studio era, remain in place. As Costa-Gavras, the
Greek-born film-maker, explains:

When Jurassic Park, The Fugitive or any other big film comes
to Paris, the American distributors dictate the terms: “You
can have Jurassic Park for 10 or 15 weeks, but to have it you
must take another four or five American films to run along
with it for two weeks each’. This is called a train - a loco-
motive film with cars that follow along. No matter how well
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the secondary films do, they stay for the number of weeks
stipulated in the contract. Of course, the exhibitor agrees
because he won™ be able to get another furassic Park to pull
in the andience. This means there is little room for French or

other Furopean titles in any given cinema.*’

The supply of American television programmes and shows
works on similar lines. Hollywood shows are sold in packages,
which include a couple of hit shows but also a great deal of other
material; and the whole package may be tied with corporate
sponsorships. So, while foreign markets are kept open for
American films and television products, there is virtually no traffic
going the other way — there are hardly any openings for locally
produced English, French or Asian films to be shown in
American cinemas or for non-American television shows to be
broadcast on American television networks. American films
now dominate around 70% of the French market, 85% of the
Italian market, 20% of the German market and nearly all of the
British market. The figures are not too dissimilar for most Asian
and Latin American countries. Even in India, which has an
acclaimed and thriving local film industry, American films have
a substantial slice of the marker. While Hollywood movies
account for less than one-tenth of the world’ annual production
of feature-length films, American films account for more than
70% of box office receipts worldwide. ‘Anything so big and
with so much power over the minds of men’, notes Costa-Gavras,
‘is dangerous to the democratic spirit”.

Hollywood movies did nort fully recover from the collapse of
the studio system until the 1980s, when a new system and new
technologies offered fresh opportunities in a globalising world
for a rerurn to old-fashioned astronomical profits. Instead of the
old hierarchical system of first- and second-run movie theatres,
Hollywood latched on to mass blanker markering, the same film
in every available cinema opening on the same day. This was the
distribution system that gave birth to the blockbuster as a global
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phenomenon. Hyped, advertised and publicised through every
available vehicle of radio, television, newspapers and magazines,
and impossible to ignore in its grasp of public attention, when
such a film succeeded, it succeeded very big indeed. And picking
up the threads laid early in movie history, the blockbuster devel-
oped into a vehicle for merchandising: records of the sound-
track, posters, T-shirts and memorabilia of all kinds became the
must-have accessories for kids and adults everywhere to add to
the health of the bottom line. What made a blockbuster was
often nostalgia, a return to the morifs, formulae, ideas and
themes that had enabled Hollywood to flourish in its studio hey-
day. Pastiche was in. Indiana Jones, the Spielberg hero who
dominated the box office, was self-consciously a pastiche of 1930s
genre pictures, and the 1280s version included all the racial
stereotyping of other peoples and the incarnation of the peren-
nial evil enemy in the guise of the Nazis. Then, in another return
to the formulae that made Hollywood, came the superheroes
recycled from comics: Superman, Batman, Spiderman and many
more. The arrival of video cassettes, cable, satellite television,
and the interner all provided new leases of life for Hollywood
films, new and old. They provided new sources of profit from
the back caralogue, new openings for re-showing old films to
ever wider audiences, ever more opportunities for a more
enveloping grasp of public attention everywhere. The empire, in
the words of the quintessential 1980s blockbuster, most defi-
nitely struck back to continue its reign and dominance as the
pre-eminent force in globalised mass popular culture, whose
centre is the Hollywood of the American Dream.

Hollywood entrenches the American Dream and reinforces
the dynamics of American mythology, and serves as handmaiden
to empire, in four distinct ways. First, it breeds fear and para-
noia. Fear surrounds and envelops the settlers who made America,
as every Western re-emphasises. Then there are all the villains:
the land barons, the speculators, the gunmen, the bankers, the
railroad magnates, unscrupulous adventurers and mountebanks
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of all kinds, crooked politicians and judges, and the systems
built on unscrupulous power such as prisons, political machines
and industrial corporations - all of which can eat up the inno-
cent little guys, the ordinary citizens beset by powers beyond
their strengrth. And when earthly powers lose their audience
appeal, Hollywood recombines the DNA of villainy to produce
nasty aliens atracking peaceful American communities. During
the Cold War they personified the fear of Red Communists, rak-
ing over the United Srates in such films as fnvasion of the Body
Snatchers (1955). No wonder 45% of Americans believe that
intelligent aliens have visited the Earth and are hell-bent on
abducring them! National scares, which occur with mundane
regularity, about invasive plant and insect species, such as
*Africanised killer bees’ and ‘South American fire ants’, are
regularly given film treatment: The Swarm (1978), They Live
(1988), Tremars (1989, with its sequel in 19925); or the first
explicit, and arguably the best, eco-drama: The Birds (1963). At
tumes of crisis, Hollywood always had a new genre, from the
horror movies of the 1920s, the space and alien sagas and the
monster movies, through to the schlock horror blood-and-
zombie movies of the 1970s such as Tobe Hooper’s The Texas
Chainsaw Massacre (1974) or John Carpenter’s Halloween
(1978), which their directors openly acknowledge reflect the
trauma of Viernam.?® All these films have the same subrext:
harmless, peace-loving Americans, and their flora and fauna, are
under threat, constantly in danger of being arracked and over-
whelmed by more aggressive foreigners.

Second, Hollywood appropriates the narratives and histories
of Other cultures, and promotes ignorance and prejudice about
Other people. Quite contrary to the strictures of the production
code, it is the racial stereotype, the Columban worldview, that
Hollywood projects and inscribes over the rest of the world.
Third, American movies promote the ideals of the American
Dream and American values as something that every person on
the planet should aspire to. Fourth, American cinema projects
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the idea of America as a universal nation with a narural right to
domination. The war movies and the spy movies have imagined
American dominance, to which all other nations are mere sub-
sidiaries and bit players. In the movies, America has always been
the ‘leader of the free world” because thar is the original ethos
that America appropriated for itself.

To a very large extent, these funcrions of cinema are sup-
ported and fuelled by celebrity, the most common currency of
empire — the eighth law of American mythology. Celebrity, the
star system, is the force that made Hollywood, the mechanism
that sold its producr to audiences at home and around the
world. The first global superstars were the stars of the silent
movies: Chaplin, Mary Pickford, Fairbanks and Valentino.
Audience rapport with the stars transcended their roles in a par-
ticular film. Srars invested their persona into the roles they
played in various films. The carefully managed image, the public
relations idea of their persona off and on screen, was con-
structed by the studios to sell their movies. And the star system
created whole new industries that lived in a symbiotic relation-
ship with Hollywood: fan magazines, gossip columnists, the
endless acres of newsprint on the lifestyles, loves and doings of
the stars that fed the ever more voracious appetite of an ever
growing and diversifying media industry. In hard currency, it is
difficult to know whether the movies or the stars are the highest
grossing asset of the Hollywood Empire. What is cerrain is that
the stars are essential to the global domination of American
ideas and culture, goods and products, and patterns of con-
sumption, as well as an essential vehicle for promorting the
American Dream on a planetary level. Celebrities, recognisable
names that are perpetually in the news for one reason or
another, or for no reason at all, are made by cinema and tele-
vision. As American film and television producrion dominates
the planer, most global celebrities are American. Celebrities are
both an extension of the American entertainment industry and
self-contained entertainment themselves, with their very own

150G



HOLLYWQOD, CELEBRITY AND EMPIRE

globally-broadcast 24-hour cable and satellite channel, the E
Channel. And they come in all varieties — indeed, “there are as
many different kinds of celebrities as there are animals in the
700”.*' The ranking of celebrities has become an industry in
itself. Journalists use a graded system: A-list, B-list, C-list. The
American business magazine Forbes issues an annual list of the
top 100 celebrities, ranked according to their earning power,
press and television appearances and website hits. “Hor lists® of
celebrities are published regularly. Every other year, a magazine
like Timme publishes a list of “the world’s most influential people’,
ranked - unashamedly — according to their contribution to
American culture and its dominance.?? There are weeklies such
as People and Hello! that are devoted totally to celebrities and
their lifestyles; and newspapers and magazines like Vanity Fair
that regularly devote long sections to nothing more than photo
portfolios of celebrities; not to forget television programmes that
endlessly promote the hagiography of celebrities - including the
Biography chanmnel, which endlessly recycles uncritical fodder
about American film and television stars. There’s an industry
within the celebrity industry, the industry that grooms and man-
ages and helps fabricate and sustain celebrities — the world cap-
tured in America’s Sweethearts (2001), a lame artemprt at satire
focusing on Hollywood’s love of self. America’s Sweethearts
takes pot shots ar obsequious attendants, cut-throar publicists
and snaffling movie junketeers. But there are also ‘portrait photo-
graphers, make-up artists, hairstylists, dress makers, ralent
scouts, publicity and marketing departments; the managers,
drug dealers, press agents, psychotherapists, plastic surgeons and
lawyers employed by major celebrities; the image consultants,
speech writers and “spin doctors” ... Assistants are essential to
busy celebrities and are now called Celebrity Personal Assistants
(CPAs) or Celebrity Assistants (CAs) and in the United States,
there are agencies that specialise in supplying them.”*?

In maintaining the dominance of America and its empire,
celebrities perform three vitral, interrelated funcrions. First, they
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create and maintain a market. The ability of American celeb-
rities to dominate the attention of the entire world is the found-
ation of an empire built on and for trade and commerce. The
techniques thar create celebrities are the same techniques that
are employed to marker and sustain political power, or to mar-
ket and popularise a new consumer product. Indeed, celebrities
are commodities; and ‘are manufactured, just like cars, clothes
and computers’, and have a ‘commercial value’.* On the surface
level, as we see in America’s Sweethearts, celebrities have an
obvious commercial value to manufacturers and corporations
eager to promote their products. But at a deeper level, celebrities
create a marker for the endless desire of all things American.
Everything they do, everything they wear, everything they sur-
round themselves with becomes important and generates a mar-
ket. In the final analysis, the market that celebrities create is a
marker for the American Dream. That’s why celebrities play
such a crucial role in maintaining and expanding the empire.

Second, celebrities perform the funcrion of artracting arten-
tion in a world where it has become increasingly difficult to hold
anyone’ attention. Celebrities grab and hold the attention of the
international public so it can be manipulated and shaped to the
dictates of the empire. They are known simply for being known,
and have the appeal of instant recognition. As a special class of
people, they are granted instant access to television shows and
given acres of press coverage. When a film is released, or a new
television show hits the small screen, celebrities go on the road
to bring the new product to the artention of the world. Burt this
attention is not limited to the new product. Celebrities also bring
attention to the empire: whart is happening in America and to
Americans. So the message of America is relayed constantly
through the mouths of people admired and imitated by most of
the inhabitants of the planet.

Third, celebrities serve as a rallying call for the ideology of
American empire. Celebrities draw and hold people’s arrention
not simply to generate markets for American goods and services
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— they also create desire and operate as a magnet for seduction.
What celebrities actually sell is psychological desire and social
need for their lifestyle, what they personify and whar they repre-
sent. Celebrities encode values and ideas — it is part of the story
that is contained in their publicity material, and is the service
that American celebrities offer to the commercial and markering
nexus they work for. Millions of people around the world meas-
ure their success or failure by using American celebrities as a
yardstick. Whart they are actually doing is imbibing the encoded
norms and values, nursing the manufacrured desire to be con-
sumed by the American Empire. The celebrities” symbolism is of
success measured by the ultimate test of being the proper model
for how life can and should be lived. Celebrities are the
American Dream not as lifestyle but as identity, as image and
symbol of the American Self. Billy Wilder relates an anecdote
about Louis B. Mayer, founder of the film factory MGM. Wilder
observed Mayer holding Mickey Rooney, the child star of the
1940s, by the lapel and screaming: “You’re Andy Hardy! You’re
the United States! You’re the Stars and Stripes. Behave yourself!
You’re a symbol!™ So celebrity is the ideology of America writ
large on the global scale.

In these three ways, celebrity and the culture of celebrity func-
tion in a truly globalised realm of American empire. The Oscars
provide just one illustration of both the power of American
cinema and the global reach of American celebrity. The srar-
studded ceremony is broadcast to the globe and generates end-
less coverage on television, radio, press and the interner. The saga
of a particular celebrity like Michael Jackson is relayed to a cap-
tive world audience as it unfolds, minute by minute. The private
lives of celebrity couples, such as Jennifer Aniston and Brad Pirr,
their sexual exploits and marital upheavals, are conveyed, blow
by blow, to planerary spectators. These are not simply news-
worthy events, although even as news they demonstrate the global
power of American celebrities. They are rituals thar mythologise
the power of America and pay homage to the engine of empire.
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Thus, celebrity is a special kind of mythology, as well as
being an integral part of the overall system of American mytho-
logy. There are three words that thread American popular cul-
ture into a universe of myth: hero, star and celebrity. Mythic
narrative is, we are informed by the experts, always built around
the exploits of heroes. In the epics, sagas and stories, it is the
heroes as human archetypes who mediate with enduring values
in complex ways for the instruction and edification of the
masses. Heroes, individuals who stand for something bigger
than themselves, acquire fame by doing exceptional deeds, by
demonstrating their courage, intelligence or leadership. Heroes
become heroes by undertaking an epic journey that leads them
to overcome insurmountable odds and evaluate their own self.
In American mythology, stars of film and television are accorded
the status of heroes simply for undertaking the jourmey to
become an entertainer. On the other end of the spectrum, minor
celebrities, particularly American sports celebrities, sesk to
become stars. It is cinema that ultimately provides the shine of a
true celebrity. So, while ‘the hero was distinguished by his
achievement’, notes Daniel Boorstin in The Image, or What
Happened to the American Dream, the star/celebrity has noth-
ing more to offer than ‘his image or trademark. The hero created
himself; the celebrity is created by the media. The hero was a big
man; the celebrity is a big name.”*®

Just as stars are mythologised as heroes, so heroes are
mythologised as stars. John Walker illustrates the point by relat-
ing the life story of Audie Murphy (1924-71). Murphy was an
orphan of a modest household in Texas. A crack shor, he joined
the army, fought in the Second World War, and emerged as one
of the most decorated soldiers of America. Celebrity life led to a
career in the movies; most notably, Murphy played himself in
the 1955 film version of his autobiography, To Hell and Back.
Murphy made many °B> Westerns, usually playing a gunfighrer.
So, ‘Murphy was a real war hero who became a Hollywood star
playing heroic roles even though his acring skills were limited
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and his boyish features made him an unconvincing tough-guy”.*”
The film star and hero suffered from post-traumatic stress and
died in a plane crash at the young age of 46. Bur his story does
not end with his death. The American artist Richard Krause
memorialised and confirmed the mythic status of Murphy in
2000 by painting seven portraits of the star, which he donated to
the Audie Murphy Research Foundation. The myth of Murphy
is kept alive by the Foundation through its website and news-
letter and a fan club. Murphy is also commemorated in
Oklahoma City’s National Cowboy Hall of Fame.

American history is replete with heroes of this kind. As we
discussed in Chapters One and Two, the historic narrative of
America itself is woven through the telling of the deeds of such
heroes. The heroes are real people - George Washingron, Thomas
Jefferson, Daniel Boone, Andrew Jackson, Davy Crockert, Kit
Carson, Buffalo Bill, and anti-heroes like Jesse James and Billy
the Kid. We know they are heroes because that is how they have
been made famous, and their fame is secured by being enveloped
in myth, the subject of popular narrative genres built on their
lives and deeds. But the really interesting thing about American
history is not that it is enveloped in myths of heroes, stars and
celebrities, but its contemporaneity, the simultaneous occurrence
of deed and mythologising. It is a narrative lived less in the light
of history than of serialisation, yellow journalism, the television
mini-series, the celluloid hagiography and ultimarely the movies.
In a genuine sense, America conflates and simultaneously con-
sumes history and myth through manipularing the public’s fasci-
nation with heroes as stars.

The question is not unpicking reality from myth. Nor is it a
question of demystifying fact from fiction. The point is under-
standing how the manufacture and manipulation are operated.
And from the first stirrings of the star system there is a format to
star celebrity. It is the self-same format that constructs the nar-
rative structure of the film biopic, the movie of the life story of a
famous person. It begins with humble origins, the early struggle
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for recognition of talent, the overnight success that is the prod-
uct of hard work and dedication but which turns on innate
talent that is unstoppable. After that there are a variety of
scenarios, from troubled life and personal tragedy through to
stallation in the hearts of millions as the star 1s constructed as
an icon, the living embodiment of the American Dream. In his
study of fame, Leo Braudy argues that in the ancient world -
indeed through most of history - fame was a way of honouring
‘what aspired to be permanent in human action and thoughrt,
beyond death and all of life’s accidents”.* In contrast, “popular
culrure in democratic societies serves as a form of collective emo-
tional memory, which supports the creation of our social identi-
ties, not because we owe allegiance to the state and its institu-
tional occasions, but because we connect the stages of our lives
to public people and their doings’.*® And, as Braudy also notes,
money has a great deal to do with the manufacrure and manipu-
lation. It also has consequences on the possibilities and potential
for political debate in America. Increasingly, poliricians are pre-
sented, packaged and marketed in parody of stars. The biopic of
the candidate, using the conventions familiar from Hollywood
films, trailing implications of heroism, has become a necessity of
every campaign. Image is a political growth industry while sub-
stance in political debate withers. To be a celebrity appears to be
the surest route to political success. At the centre of the American
psyche is a fascination with heroes — a narural enough phenom-
enon across all cultures. But American desire is for specific
heroes, heroes who are stars, and stars who have global pres-
ence. This historic partern has become interrwined with the rising
culture of celebrity, weaving film, celebrity, politics and empire
in one complex whole.

As the frontier was being lived it was mythologised, and as
mythology it passed swiftly into the realms of popular culture.
This pattern keeps on recurring. A basic source for narratives of
movies and television is newspapers, just as Larry Levy insists in
The Player: the boiler-room of celebrity culture. News is not the
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stuff of celebrity culture so much as a modern perversion. In
America, news has always been the bedrock of the largest and
most pervasive industry there is: celebrity. Cases in the law
courts, the based-on-a-true-story syndrome, not only feed the
insatiable appetite of films and television for storylines — they
make celebrities of criminals. If myth is a realm of negotiation
and film and rtelevision are the arena of mythologising, it is
hardly surprising that whatever happens in America gets encap-
sulated in its films and television. It is not simply that America
now lives itself through television, that events become events
when they are watched live on television. That is only half the
story. The more significant other half of the story is that there is
virtually no rime lag between the event in reality and the entry of
the event into mythologising and mediation in the medium of
television drama and films. The trauma of 9/11 and what hap-
pened afterwards provides an illustration. Within weeks, the
event became the subject of the first television mediation in the
special edition of The West Wing.*" As soon as the Washingron
snipers — who terrorised the suburbs around Washington, DC
with random shootings - had been caught, they became a tele-
vision film. Indeed, the film was broadcast before the jury had
reached its verdict! In the television series JAG (about the Judge
Advocate General service), the military trial of suspected terror-
ists was being portrayed almost as quickly as the administration
was preparing for real trials. The military lawyers, who in reality
supervise the denial of human rights in such places as Guantdnamo
Bay to the contravention of international law, were being por-
trayed on television as shining examples of the scrupulous fair-
ness, balance and integrity of America. They track, vanquish and
bring to justice terrorists with aplomb, style and unerring suc-
cess. The Agency, another television series, provides an obvious
example of how the process of insrant mythologising has pro-
ceeded, and the bizarre, counterfactual counterpoint that rele-
vision offers to reality. Advertised as the first series to actually
film in the precincts of the CIA headquarrters, it was upstaged by
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reality. Its storylines, prepared in advance, showed an organisa-
tion tackling events that became real, and it had to be shunted
from the schedules as a result. But more imporrantly, given that
the war in Irag was founded on totally faulty intelligence, The
Agency is relentlessly hyped as a demonstration of the omni-
science and unerring success of the organisation designated as
fall guy for that war. Real events are mythologised, even before
they are digested by Americans themselves or the people of the
world. And this tendency is acceleraring, collapsing the furure
on the present to produce a homogenised continuum of past,
present and future. This is not mere entertainment; it is not just
propaganda or astute public relations. It is a polirical act with
polirical consequences, because it is the operation of a coherent
ideology: we don’ just see life as a movie — we live within a
movie of our lives, where the opporrunity to stop and debate
what is happening, why it is happening, and whether anything
can be domne is becoming ever more rare. Serious debate of any-
thing is being drowned out by the dicrates and clamour of a
celebrity culture that is no longer background noise, but life
irself.

In the opening tracking shot of The Player, Japanese exec-
utives wander the studio precincts and the son of a Wall Street
investor mooches around the offices of the studio’ top executive
looking for a celebrity date. The connecrions berween Wall
Street, celebrity and cinema are neatly made. The proliferation
of celebrity culture as the global life medium of the 21st century,
and the power of global corporations, has comnsolidared the
American entertainment industry in the hands of fewer and fewer
corporations. Almost everything we see and hear is now under
the economic clout and cultural sway of mega-corporations such
as AOL Time Warner, Disney, General Electric, News Corpor-
ation, AT&'T, Viacom, and Sony. The integration, the search for
monopoly and complete control that marked the birth and then
the rise and rise of Hollywood, has reconfigured itself for a new
technological era. But the Leviathan itself keeps getring bigger
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and more influential, sucking in more space and time, rurning
every aspect of our lives into some form of infotainment. And, in
the end, it reduces audiences the world over into standardised
units of consumers of empire. “The real impact of these verrical
integration mergers’, notes Benjamin Barber, ‘is going to be the
gradual homogenisation of culture on a planetary scale and the
choking off of difference. This will not come as a result of overt
censorship, tyranny or even the monopolistic intent of a small
group of media owners, but rather as a consequence of marker
forces thar tend to give popular majoritarian culture the edge.
Imitation and competition for that majoritarian marketr will
squeeze out anything too innovative or different.’*' Barber
describes this tendency as ‘totalistic’; others have labelled it
“totalitarian’. Either way, cinema and celebrity work not just to
expand and enhance the empire but also to colonise the imagin-
ation and future of all other cultures. All those things thar are
outside the purview of the empire, the reality of Other people
and other cultures, can exist only on the margins. The wiring of
every individual on the planet into the warm embrace of cinema
and celebrity leaves little room to imagine other possibilities,
other ways of knowing, being and doing. We no longer know
how to imagine because Hollywood imagines for us all: ‘it has
become our imagination, it has become our power to envision,
and describe.”* The business of show business is the business of
empire is the business of colonising all minds and undermining
all imaginations.
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CHAPTERFIVE

Sands of Iwo Jima: The
Psychosis of War

1 lone and ournumbered, they had one thing in their favour
... the American Dream’: so runs the promotional tagline
for Sands of fwa Jima. At the climax of the film, Marines strug-
gle in the strong winds atop Mount Suribachi. Straining together,
six men raise aloft the Srar Spangled Banner, Old Glory. The film
reconstructs an actual 19435 event photographed by Joe Rosenthal:
In that moment, Rosenthals camera recorded the soul of a
nation.” Images in the midst of war; images caprured in the
moment and used to serve the war effort. Images recreated for
the movies to cement the relationship between the cinema and
the military. And these images have lived on as an iconic state-
ment of a nation under the shadow of war; they not only serve
the causes of war bur also help susrtain the military-industrial
complex of the national security state. National security is the
rallying cry that has cultivated a war psychosis and made
America a pre-eminent power — the greatest accumulation of
power there has ever been in human history, and at greater mat-
erial cost than human imagination can easily comprehend. If the
moment on Ilwo Jima encapsulates the American Dream, its con-
sequences are global nightmare.
Iwo Jima, or Volcano Island as it is named on maps, is a
speck of rock in the Pacific. A Japanese possession strategically
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located some 600 miles south-east of Tokyo, in 1945 it was a
fortified airfield, a necessary stepping stone, an essential war
objective. It was the site of one of the bloodiest battles of the
Pacific theatre in the Second World War. The assault on Iwo
Jima has been described as “throwing human flesh against rein-
forced comcrete’. US Marines fought an enemy so well dug in
they hardly ever saw a live Japanese soldier. In 38 days of fight-
ing there were 25,851 American casualties, of whom 6,821 died,
a one in three casualty ratio of the expeditionary force. One
company of Marines, Easy Company, suffered 75% casualties:
of the 310 men who landed on the island only 50 boarded ship
after the bartle. Virtually all the 22,000 Japanese who held the
island died. The facts of Iwo Jima seem more like the carnage of
the First World War. Yet it is not the facts of Iwo Jima but the
image it produced that is so potent.

On 23 February 1945, after four days of fighting, five Marines
of Fasy Company and one Navy Corpsman raised the American
flag on Mount Suribachi, the volcanic cone of Iwo Jima. Marine
Sergeant Bill Genaust filmed the event and Associated Press photo-
grapher Joe Rosenthal took the still picrure: *It has every element
... It has everything ... It’s perfect: the position, the body lan-
guage ... You couldn’t set anything up like this - It’s just so per-
fect’, photographer FEddie Adams says of this picture.? Ongoing
controversy alleges the picture was staged. It has become one in
the lexicon of images used to demonstrate that in war, truth is
the first casualty. Rosenthal has consistently defended and vindi-
cated his claim for the veracity - vérite — of his picrure. The
power of the image itself has never been in doubt. Within rwo
days of Rosenthal’s picrure being published the US Senate was
discussing turning it into a monument. President Franklin D.
Roosevelt decided on a more pragmatic use. He selected it as the
symbol for the seventh Bond Tour to raise the money to pay for
America’s war effort. Soon the image was everywhere — in a mil-
lion retail store windows, 16,000 movie theatres, 15,000 banks,

200,000 facrories, 30,000 railroad stations and 5,000 billboards
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across America — and there was a nationwide tour by the three
surviving members of the group that raised the flag, recalled
from the Pacific expressly for this purpose. It raised $24 billion.

In 1949 Hollywood returned to this most potent of images,
faithfully recrearing the event in Allan Dwan’s film Sands of ftwo
Jima. There were cameo appearances by the three survivors of
the acrual flag-raising — John Bradley, René Gagnon and Ira
Hayes — prominently trailed in the opening credits. As a whole,
the film intercut acrual combatr footage from Iwo Jima with
scenes filmed at Camp Pendleron, the Marine Corps base in
California. Sands of Itvo Jima is more than a cinemaric homage
to an icon. It confirmed the stardom of another icon: John
Wayne. And it consolidated the movie cliché of the tough, hard-
bitten sergeant sternly, even mercilessly, preparing his troops for
the rigours of combat. Wayne’s character might die on Iwo Jima,
but his stardom would live on to become another icon of the
American Dream and be forever identified with the military
prowess, preparedness for war and power of the nation.

The Second World War was a war of mass mobilisation, a
war in which Hollywood too did its bit. Stars such as James
Stewart, Tyrone Power, Eddie Albert, Robert Montgomery, and
the brightest luminary of all, Clark Gable, enlisted and saw dis-
tunguished service. They served not just on the front line. Ronald
Reagan spent the war making training films before earning his
honourable discharge from the Navy. Frank Capra offered his
services to the War Department and directed a whole series of
documentaries, the first of which, Prefiede to War (1942), won
an Oscar. The series, known as Why We Fight, was described by
Winston Churchill as the most perfect “statement of our cause’.
Capra’s films were seen by every enlisted American serviceman.
John Ford spent the war in the Field Photographic Branch of
OS5, the Office of Strategic Services, forerunner of the CIA.
Ford’s The Battle of Midway (1942) also won an Oscar. Walt
Disney turned his studio into a plant producing films for the war
effort. “The call went out to all of us to ger busy, to roll up our
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shirtsleeves and get things moving’, John Wayne is quoted as
saying of the afrermath of Pearl Harbor.? The statement is per-
fectly accurate and exactly what one expects John Wayne to say.
Except, as is well known, John Wayne was conspicuous as one
who never enlisted, making what Garry Wills describes as a
‘career choice’: remaining in Hollywood to seek the stardom
that had so far eluded him by evading the call of the draft
board.* Wayne’s campaign brought a victory more decisive,
more potent than any other. When he died in 1979, a Japanese
newspaper headline simply read: *“Mr America Dies.”

World war produced its own necessity. It created a strategic
collaboration between government and Hollywood. A tax on
the ricket price made going to the movies seem patriotic. It deliv-
ered to Hollywood its greatest audiences, a peak of 90 million
people a week, some two-thirds of the American population. And
despite Hollywood’s concern about loss of overseas markers, the
war generated the most profirable era of movie-making until the
1980s. In movie theatres people could see newsreels of what was
happening “over there’. The newsreels were only part of the pro-
gramme the ticker bought - newsreel, cartoon, second and main
feature, as well as adverts. And all, by design, delivered a con-
centrated message supportive of the war efforr.

The strategic elements of collaboration were various. Before
the war, in 1938, the government had filed an anti-trust suit
intent on breaking the studios’ monopoly of the film-making
process through the verrical integration of production, distribu-
tion and exhibirion. It was abandoned for the duration as a quid
pro quo for Hollywood’ demonstration of patriotism. As inter-
national tension grew in Europe in the 1930s, many perceived
Hollywood as pro-Britain, and war films such as A Yank in the
RAF (1941) and the Oscar-laden Mrs Miniver (1942) strength-
ened this perception, while America was still firmly isolationist.
Hollywood was a haven for European refugees and émigrés, and
the major studios were conspicuously owned by Jews. During
the years of the Depression, Hollywood liberals embraced both
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social activism and anti-fascism, sentiments they were criticised
for including in their movies. When war broke out in Europe in
Seprember 1939, Franklin D. Roosevelt told the American peo-
ple: I hope the United States will keep out of this war. I believe
it will.” The Democratic platform on which he campaigned for
re-election in 1940 was unequivocal on not taking America to
war — except in case of arrack. When the attack came ar Pearl
Harbor everything changed. Roosevelts covert supporr for
Britain became all-our effort against Hitler, and Hollywood had
the opportunity to place itself at the heart of the nation’ efforts.
Washington formed the Office of War Information to mobilise
propaganda. It offered Hollywood government assistance in the
form of technical advice, archival bartle foorage, uniforms,
extras, tanks, planes and ships for making war films. In return it
required script approval before shooting, removal of material
deemed umnpatriotic, and close monitoring of plot-lines.
Hollywood also had its own informal system of regulation
through the Hays Office, which monitored its own voluntary
Production Code, the play-book of what should and could not
be said or shown.

From this strategic collaboration came an outpouring of films,
not solely war films, with considerable consistency of form and
ideology. The specifics of the war film can clearly be seen in Sands
of Iwo Jima. The military becomes the microcosm of America,
the institutional vessel of the American Dream of democracy,
fighting for liberty and freedom to achieve the purpose of the
nation. Sands of Iwo Jima, like so many others, concentrates on
a platoon made up of the diversity of America. The focus is on
the ordinary soldiers who come from different backgrounds -
rich, poor, urban, rural, college kids and the barely educated;
indeed, many wartime films displayed a level of integration
which was true of neither the forces at the time nor the nation as
a whole. War films aimed to explain what the troops were fight-
ing for — the ideals of America, their defence and expansion
across the globe. They also required a radical simplification of
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all complexiry; war films were about the confrontation of good
and evil, the fight against an enemy that was cruel, remorseless
and barbaric. In this context, the platoon becomes the agent of
good and decency, the metaphor for family, for collective
endeavour, and ultimately serves as the collective experience,
memory and memorial for the audience and the nation.

While Sands of Iwo Jima bears all the hallmarks of wartime
strategic collaboration and its essential message, the film has
strategic significance in another sense. It stands at the point
where the propaganda ethos of wartime mobilisation was being
read back into history and cast forward to shape the coming
Cold War.

In the films John Wayne made during the Second World War,
many of them war films, he was most often cast as second
banana, the dissonant element whose role is to underline the fact
that victory required not following individual passion and thus
detracting from the collective effort necessary for effecrive
action. This is his role in John Fords 1945 film They Were
Expendable. Wayne’s stardom was a post-war phenomenon,
beginning with Howard Hawks’s Red River (1948) and con-
firmed by the John Ford cavalry trilogy — Fort Apache (1948),
She Wore a Yellow Ribbon (1949) and Ric Grande (1950). The
stern, hard-birten, unbending father figure, the prototype for
Sergeant Stryker in fwwo Jima, is there in Red River. The con-
summate professional soldier is his role in the cavalry trilogy.
Ford’s trilogy is a paean of praise to the common soldiery. As we
have seen, Fort Apache concludes with the national necessity of
making legends, even from milirary disaster, to serve the cause of
military preparedness. She Woare 2 Yellow Ribbon, made in the
same year as Sands of lwo Jima, takes the theme even further in
its opening and closing narration. The scene is ser with a
remarkable falsification of history. “Custer is dead. And around
the bloody guidon of the immortal 7th Cavalry lie 212 officers
and men. The Sioux and Cheyenne are on the warpath’, we are
told. The news is telegraphed across ‘the lonely miles’ of the
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west. Its effect is fear in sertlements and homesteads “under
threat of Indian uprising’. Then the outrageous claim - ‘Pony
Express riders know that one more such defear and it will be a
hundred years before another wagon train dares to cross the
plains.”! The Indians are joining in common cause, “making war
against the US cavalry’. In fact, the narrative of the film is highly
topical: it locates President Truman’s Cold War stance, the doec-
trine of containment of Communism, in the 19th-century
American West. The climax of the film is a daring raid in which
the cavalry run off the war ponies of the Indians and thereby
forestall a war. The hostiles are to be herded back to their reser-
vation, humiliated, under the watchful eyes of the cavalry. The
final sequence shows a troop of cavalry riding the land they have
now secured. As the narration tells us: “So here they are, the dog
faced soldiers, the regulars, the 50 cent a day professionals, rid-
ing the outposts of a nation ... They were all the same, men in
dirty shirt blue and only a cold page in the history books to
mark their passing. But wherever they rode and whatever they
fought for, that place became the United Srates.”

In different films, stars inform and expand the references
encoded in the narratives. Not only do these films make the mili-
tary central to the history, national purpose and furure of America,
they embody complex symbolic ideas in the screen persona that
became John Wayne. And in all three pictures — Fort Apache,
She Wore a Yellotw Ribbon and Sands of Iwo Jima — the charac-
ter who is the ardent, sometimes questioning but ultimately con-
vinced apprentice who learns the necessity of war and milirary
preparedness, is played by the same actor — John Agar. These
three films came at a turning point in history when the ideals
taught as Why We Fight were not being demobilised bur recon-
figured to serve preparedness for a different kind of war, a Cold
War that would place the military and war at the centre of national
life. To be ready, the military had to be trained, had to be hard-
ened. The morif of Marine training would recur again and again,
and eventually attain a sinister meaning as a cinemaric cliche.
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War and military preparedness were the making of the
United States. This is not mere Hollywood cinematic licence; it is
a constant motif running through the entire course of the
nation’ history. America begins with taking up arms against
‘savage” native inhabitants. The earliest instructions to the per-
sonnel of the Virginia Company licensed them to use force and
cautioned them never to permit the savages to see a dead white
person, lest their military invulnerability be called into question.
King Philip’s War, 1675-77, set the parttern for so many later
conflicts in which attack on the native inhabitants was reported
as response to aggression, an act of self-defence. In time, the
colomnists took up arms against the British Empire and estab-
lished their independence through war. The Continental Army
was the foundational institution through which America came
to be a nation.

Nations themselves are narrations, a product of historical
narratives that provide a sense of shared experience, a platform
for solidarity and a reservoir of national symbols. The Making
of 4 Nation, a popular ‘collector’ edirion” history published by
US Netws and World Report, provides a handy list of 100
Milestones That Define America’, documents brought forward
from the National Archive “to further the public’s appreciation
of our nation’s civic legacy’.’ The bulk of these documents are
directly or indirectly related to war. As The Making of a Nation
shows, the Declaration of Independence — the call to war — and
the Gertysburg Address — a memorial to one of the bloodiest bat-
tles of the bloodiest war - are powerful symbols that shaped the
story of the American community. Through such symbols, the
collective memory of America filters its past, manages its present
and envisions its future. While the Declaration of Independence
symbolised America’s separation from the British Empire, it was
the War of Independence which turned that separation into a
reality. But it was unlike any other war of independence fought
around the world against colonial rule. “The first successful anti-
colonial war in the modern period’, notes David Ryan, ‘it also
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represents one of the most advanced forms of white colonial
expansion ... Independence facilitated the process of furure
white expansion across the continent. Unlike the processes of
decolonisation that characterised the rise of the nation-states in
the late twentieth century, in which the indigenous popularions
rejected the foreign occupants, in America the foreign occupants
were there to stay.”® The revolutionaries, quickly canonised and
turned into Founding Fathers, were expansionists who saw war
as a necessary means to achieve their goals — their ideas and
exploits produced the ninth law of American mythology: war is
a necessity.

What American history offers is a repertoire of themes and
reflexes, a set of motifs providing an insight into the American
psyche. The Bush administration has been blamed extensively
for creating a culture of perpetual war, from the language of
‘Infinite Justice’ and imposing democracy to the idea of pre-
emptive war on Iraq and threats of similar actions against Syria
and Iran, to its rejection of the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty and the
International Criminal Court. But there is nothing really new in
the war-mongering, divisive polirical outlook of the Bush admin-
istration. The defensive impulse, the scare-mongered mindser,
the need to justify aggression as defence, and the illiberal
tendencies these fears unleash domestically and abroad, all recur
in American history - as does the political rationale for expan-
sion justified in terms of spreading benevolent democracy and free
markets that in practice serve to advance the cause of American
commerce. Even the most specific actions of the Bush adminis-
tration, such as the USA-PATRIOT Act (*Uniting and Strengthen-
ing America by Providing Appropriate Tools Required to
Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism’) and the suppression of scien-
tific results that undermine its policies, have strong precedents in
American history. The use of the military as a meraphor for
society began right ar the beginning — with America irself.

During the American Revolutionary War, France was the ally
of the fledgling Republic, contributing money, munitions and
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men to the war efforr which, historians argue, made the decisive
contribution to its success. The Statue of Liberty was the sym-
bolic gift to America from France memorialising this alliance.
The French fought to achieve liberties for Americans they them-
selves did not possess. The alliance was sealed by two treaties of
1778, written by Benjamin Franklin, which stpulated thar
France would drop its claims to Canada - opening the way for it
to be made the fourteenth state of the Republic, long to remain
a foreign policy objective of the new nation - while the new
Republic “guaranteed the present possessions’ of France in the
western hemisphere, such as its eleven islands in the West Indies,
from the present time and forever’ — the terminology so evoca-
tive of all the treaties the new nation would make with its native
inhabitants, and which were to meet the same fate.

France had its own revolution in 1792, to acquire for French
citizens the liberties they had secured for Americans. Fourteen
years of independence, however, had made quite a difference to
the American outlook. Britain and France were soon at war,
and that concentrated minds wonderfully across the Atlantic.
Although the American Republic was now independent, most of
its trade was still with Britain. The old empire moved swiftly to
seize American shipping in furtherance of its blockade of France;
American seamen were shanghaied to serve in British ships, and
in various other ways Britain offered ample grounds for America
to side with its treaty partner France. Bur that was not ar all
what the new ‘rising empire’ had in mind. In 1793 President
George Washingron issued a Neutrality Proclamation, while the
conservative faction, led principally by Alexander Hamilton,
began strategising for something more useful to the American
purpose.

As the Furopean conflict progressed, Hamilton won
approval for an increase in the American army, the construction
of a navy, the flotation of a war loan, and wartime taxes.
Hamilton was appointed Inspector General, second-in-command,
of the new forces. “Besides eventual security against invasion, we
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ought certainly to look at possession of the Floridas and
Louisiana and we ought to squint at South America’, Hamilton
wrote to Secretary of War McHenry. As war fever spread in a
poisoned atrmosphere of dissension within America, a series of
four legislative measures were introduced to contain and punish
dissent. The Naturalization Act raised from five to fourteen
years the residence requirement for those seeking cirizenship.
The Alien Enemies Act empowered the President to arrest, jail or
exile any alien of an enemy state. The Alien Act gave the
President authority to order any alien judged ‘dangerous to the
peace and safery of the United Srates” out of the country; this
was aimed principally against radical-minded Irishmen. The
Sedition Act made it a *high misdemeanour’ subject to a $2,000
fine and a jail term of up to two years for anyone to publish
‘false, scandalous and malicious writing’ against the govern-
ment, Congress or President. Anyone opposing enforcement of
federal law or advising ‘insurrection ... or combination” was
liable to up to five years” imprisonment or a $5,000 fine.
Twenty-five people were tried under the provisions of the
Sedition Act; ten Republican journalists or printers were con-
victed. David Brown was sentenced to four years’ imprisonment
for persuading people in New England to erect liberty poles
bearing the sign:

NO STAMP ACT, NO SEDITION, NO ALIEN
BILLS, NO LAND TAX, DOWNFALL TO THE
TYRANTS OF AMERICA, PEACE AND
RETIREMENT TO THE PRESIDENT, LONG
LIVE THE VICE PRESIDENT AND
THE MINORITY

The Federalist press sought to create the right menrality to sup-
port war and contain dissent. “Take care you sleepy southern
fools. Your Negroes will probably be your masters this day
twelve month and your matrons and young girls will be defiled”,
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wrote William Cobbert, editor of the Porcupine Gazette, elabor-
ating the consequences of Jacobin liberty under which guns
bought in the French West Indies would soon be used in Virginia
and Georgia. Fisher Ames, the ‘sage of Dedham’, urged the
administration to ‘wage war, and call it self defence’.

Preparations for this undeclared war against France threw
into relief the deep divisions among the American public. Vice
President Thomas Jefferson retired to compose a series of resolu-
tions, which he hoped would be passed by each srate legislature,
including opposition to the Alien and Sedition Acts. They were
passed, in watered-down form, by only two states. In this con-
text of public division, President Adams began to rethink his
position and opened diplomatic channels to France. The result
was the 1800 pact with Napoleon resolving shipping and com-
mercial matters. Hamilton found himself head of an army for
territorial expansion with nowhere to go. Bur territorial expan-
sion there was. With a pact in place and Napoleon master of
Spain, the stage was set for the Louisiana Purchase of 1803 by
which the by now President Thomas Jefferson acquired 828,000
square miles of American real estate for $15 million.

The notion of interfering in the internal affairs of other coun-
tries, of subverting and undermining legitimate and representa-
tive rulers, also emerged in the formative phase of American
history. The war of 1801-05 against Tripoli aroused lirtle inter-
est among the populace. It was, argues Sidney Lens, the first
example of a situation where ‘Uncle Sam sponsored, organised,
led and paid for an internal revolt against a recognised regime’.”
Lens is referring to the scheme thar William Eaton proposed to
President Thomas Jefferson and his Secretary of State, James
Madison. Jefferson had misgivings about interfering in the inter-
nal affairs of another state. Bur Madison argued that the
principle of non-intervention should be countermanded by the
principle of ‘just war’. The scheme called for backing Hamet
Karamanli in overthrowing his brother Yusuf as Pasha of Tripoli
to secure a leader who would be more compliant to the interests
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and protection of US shipping. The costs of America’s interven-
tion were to be borne by Hamet out of a $20,000 tribute that he
would levy on the Swedes, the Danes and the Dutch (the other
nationalities who often served as flags of convenience for
European shipping in North African waters), once installed on
his throne courtesy of American military backing. The whole
military endeavour, led by a motley crew, was a debacle. The
scheme was upstaged by intervention of the American consul in
Algiers, who negotiated a settlement by which Yusuf would keep
his throne on the pledge of not molesting American shipping.
Throughout the 1800s, war and preparation for war served
the expansion of America to secure new territories and fulfil its
manifest destiny to ‘overspread the continent” and reach far
beyond in search of markets. The Union expanded westwards.
American citizens, with the tacit support of government and
poliricians, poured into Texas, still a province of Mexico. They
banded together and took up arms against the revolutionary
government in Mexico City. The Bartle of the Alamo in 1834,
the iconic resistance to the last man, memorialised in cinema by
John Wayne (The Alamo, 1960), was a sacrifice in service of war
preparedness for land-grabbing newcomers to territory thar was
not part of the United Srates of America. By their efforts Texas
became an independent republic, only later, in 1845, added to
the US. But the Texan adventure prepared the stage for the wars
of 1846-48 which annexed half the territory of Mexico, all the
land west of Texas to California, to the United States. In the
Mexican War, the young West Point graduates who would
become the leading commanders of the Civil War served
together and learned their battle craft. The West Point class of
1854 is the theme of the film Santa Fe Trail (1940). While the
‘class” was completely inaccurate in placing eight furure generals
of the Civil War as contemporaries at West Point, it was right in
general principle — any class from the 1820s to the 1860s pro-
duced general officers who fought on each side. Intriguingly,
Santa Fe Trail puts the strongest arguments for defence of the
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Union and the importance of the military as the central institu-
tion of American society into the mouths of ]. E. B. Stuart (hero
of the film, played by Errol Flynn) and Jefferson Davis, then
Secretary of War of the United States but later to be President of
the Confederate States of America, leader of the South.

The Civil War was the second greatest military mobilisation
in American history, and in its aftermath the military was sys-
tematically used to eradicate the native inhabitants of the vast
western territories of America: *wherever they rode and what-
ever they fought for, that place became the United States.” And
the expansion beyond the continent began, driven by desire for
stepping stones to the markets of China. Hawaii was occupied in
1867, the trail blazed by missionaries who were the forefathers
of landowning sugar planters and pineapple growers. Alaska
was purchased from Russia the following year. The Custer debacle
in 1876, far from being a threat to this process, was one last
flicker of victorious defiance for the native peoples in the midst
of a coordinated military campaign. Custer was one element of
a three-pronged manoeuvre for the eradication of ‘hostiles’.
After his defear the other contingents moved swiftly to subjugate
the tribes. The retribution was the prelude to Wounded Knee,
the last horror of the Indian Wars. In 1820, Chief Big Foort’s
small band of Minniconjou Sioux were mown down by troops
using Hotchkiss machine guns, the wounded left to die in the
snow. The iconic photograph of the body of Chief Big Foot con-
torted and frozen is the memorial of the closing of the American
frontier and the opening of global imperialism. In the doctrine of
imperial expansion advanced by Theodore Roosevelr in his
‘Expansion and Peace’ (1899}, he argued that *peace’ could be
imposed on *barbarian races’ only by armed force of a superior
race. The meaning of the doctrine became evident in the Spanish
American War. As we saw in Chapter Three, America claimed
the Philippines, another stepping stone to China. When Filipinos
failed to recognise this liberation and began an insurgency
against American forces, their action was read as provocation
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justifying a ‘savage” war: the resort to the ractics, methods and
consequent atrocities of the home-grown Indian wars against
‘savages”. The conflation of imperial wars with these domestic
wars is explored in detail by Richard Slotkin in Gunfighter
Nation® As Slotkin points out, the exploits of the military, in
wars domestic and foreign, were simultaneously revised and fab-
ricated into public myth and ideology in popular literature and
enterrainment. The triumph of American arms was recycled as a
symbolic statement of national purpose in such specracles as
Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show. Huge audiences in cities across
America, and internationally, visited the shows to see and expe-
rience the cavalry charges, the Indian fights, and in time the
Rough Riders taking San Juan Hill in Cuba (1898}, the other
theatre of the Spanish American War. And those who could not
get to Buffalo Bill’s extravaganza could see moving pictures of
the Rough Riders in the new nickelodeons. Of course there were
no film cameras on site in Cuba to record the taking of San Juan
Hill. The movie version was reconstructed on film lots in New
Jersey.

The Rough Rider sequence proved to be the most popular
attraction for both the Wild West Show and the new nickel-
odeons. But the military meraphor, the willingness to appropri-
ate the idea of war as a pervasive social concepr, has a longer
and deeper hold on the American psyche. Slotkin argues thart it
begins with the Civil War, the conflict that not only embraced all
of America but reconfigured and remade the idea of the nation.
We have seen the symbolic imporrance of the Gertysburg
Address. It was a subtle reshaping of the mission sratement of
America - ‘a new birth of freedom’ - one that remained prob-
lematic in terms of the Constitutional order. The carnage of the
war was transmuted into nostalgia and idealised as a call to high
purpose, both of which served to disseminate the idea of the
nobility and efficacy of military organisation. One only has to
think of the 1993 film Getfysburg wrch its intense and sym-
pathetic portraits of both armies to grasp how all-embracing and
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all-pervasive the bartle made both war and the milirary in
American consciousness. The producer Ted Turner felt so pas-
sionate about the project thart he insisted on having a role as one
of the ordinary Confederate soldiers. The first grear landmark of
cinema is D. W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation (1915), a bartle epic
that demonstrated the technical and emotional possibilities of
cinema, but one dedicated to unabashed racism. And the most
enduring cinema epic is Gone With the Wind (1939) - the only
movie, apart from Disney cartoons, made before 1960 to feature
on the all-time list of highest grossing films — a eulogy to the
ante-bellum South in which war is a central character. The
ability of the military to mould social solidarity to set all hands
working towards a noble goal begins with the Civil War. As
America grew richer, more divided and nakedly acquisitive and
corrupt in the aftermath of war, it was ‘retrospectively idealised,
producing such formulations as William James® call for a
“Moral Equivalent of War” to mobilise patriotism and Edward
Bellamy’s utopian vision of a society built around the just and
efficient workings of an “Army of Industry™’.®
Nineteenth-century America bequeathed to 20th-century
America multiple traditions and mortifs of war as a necessity,
understood as idealised patriotism and social metaphor. And the
necessity of war is the military. The Second World War saw the
mass mobilisation of American society, the only experience com-
parable to the Civil War. The ratio of military participation to
total population for both sides in the Civil War was 11.1%; the
figure for the Second World War was 12.2%. We have seen how
Hollywood played its part in fashioning a vision of ideological
purpose in the Second World War. Bur V] Day did not bring
demobilisation to Hollywood as it did to the rest of America.
The strategic collaboration formed berween the cinema and mil-
itary outlasted that war to be retooled, reconfigured to play its
part in the transition to Cold War. In service of Truman’s call for
rearmament and his rireless work to frighten Americans with the
prospect of the ‘red menace’, Hollywood found new use for war
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films and new themes for movies attuned to the times and
national purpose.

Peter Biskind’s complex reading of the war films of the 1950s
shows how subtle and diverse the genre became, and yer how
consistent in basic premises.'” He examines Strategic Air
Command (1955), a domestic war drama in which a baseball
player is recalled to the air force and becomes a pioneer of a new
generation of jet fighters. Tiwelve O’Clock High (1949) and
Flying Leathernecks (1951) both retrurn to the Second World
War. In Flying Leathernecks John Wayne is again the stern com-
mander, this time honing his flyers for the rigours of combar.
From Here to Eternity (1953) and The Court Martial of Billy
Mitchell (1955) both deal directly with the military as an organ-
isation. Under the shadow of a new kind of war, a Cold War that
is permanent and pervasive, preparedness becomes both a state
of mind and a practical necessity. Preparedness becomes a cul-
tural condition that finds expression in all aspects of social life.
War films could be made with conservative or liberal orienta-
tions, even with radical intent. They could, in the words of critic
Julian Smith, ‘rekindle the romance by making the cold war as
warm and appealing as the war that had given us the best years
of our lives’."! But whatever point on the polirical spectrum they
represented, there was a consistency at their core. The military
remained a metaphor for society, and the essential battle was
often an inward, self-absorbed concern about contending princi-
ples for organising American society. The conservative concern
for individualism within a sociery based on corporate structures
could generate temsions; just as the liberal concern for self-
sacrifice for the common good that generated conformism pro-
duced 115 own tensions.

But in whatever variant, whichever inherent tensions drove
the plot-line, the overriding message was clear: the military is
necessary for national purpose, and science, the development of
technology, is the way to achieve national security, to make war
as self-defence. When the military becomes the central agent of
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society, the most pressing issues of society become themes of war
films.

The themes of authority, conformism, the domestication of war,
the tyranny of the organisation, individualism and corporatism,
as well as idealised patriotism and the military as the vessel of
national purpose, could even be read across genres. We have
seen how such ideas could be anchored in history, set on the
western frontier as the story of how the nation came to be. They
could also be cast in terms of futuristic threats from outer space,
for the 1950s was the expansionary era of science fiction
movies. Aliens as the savage barbaric enemy, the total and per-
vasive threat to human civilisation, were an easy metaphor for
the lurking red menace. Such films as {nvasion of the Body
Snatchers (1956), The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951), If Came
From Outer Space (1953) or The Thing (1951) all deal with dif-
ferent aspects of paranoia and menace. But more interestingly, in
countless science fiction films when the aliens appear, dealing
with them falls to just two agencies: the military or the scientists;
civil society, government by civilian authority, is noticeable by its
absence. Security and self-defence look to a strong military and
investment in scientific development: the creation of berter, more
sophisticated and potent weapous.

What gave the American war engine the edge, and evenrually
made it the most formidable force in history, was scientific and
technological research. Throughout the 20th century, American
science was shaped and direcred by the military; and its institu-
tions of higher learning and research served as handmaidens for
its military machine. The success of parricular projects con-
ducted by academic researchers during the Second World War,
such as the Manharttan Project thar produced the atomic bomb,
and radar development, cemented the relationship berween the
Department of Defense and the universiries. A complex organi-
sational structure evolved in which the military set Research and
Development (R& D} priorities and administered research funds.
Institutions like MIT and Sranford University reaped rich
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rewards from doing military research. But the military, with its
own extensive network of research institutions, such as the
RAND Corporation, supported research not just in universities
but also in industry. For the weapons industry, the military was
the sole customer - and a customer that made pressing and
changing demands. Weapons manufacturers were increasingly
forced to specialise and pool their resources through mergers
and subcontracting to ensure the necessary capital and expertise
to undertake long, expensive and technically complex research
programmes. The outcome was the emergence of huge defence-
orientated corporations with a high degree of specialised tech-
nical knowledge and no semblance of competition. By the 1950s,
some 70% of American science was funded and sponsored by
the military, both in industry and in the universities. The distinc-
tion berween military and civilian science had all but evapo-
rated. As EA. Long pur it in a seminal paper: “Military R&D is
embedded in and derivative of civilian science and technology.”'?

The dangers inherent in the close relationship berween indus-
try, universities and the military were spelled out by President
Dwight D. Eisenhower in his farewell address on leaving office
on 17 January 1961. He began by insisting that war was a neces-
sity for America: “‘Our arms must be mighty, ready for insrant
action, so that no political aggressor may be temprted to risk his
own destruction.” But things had gone too far. America’s military
establishment and arms industry, he declared, have ‘total influ-
ence’ on every aspect of American society: their “economic, politi-
cal, even spiritual’ influence ‘is felt in every city, every State
house, every office of the Federal government’. Eisenhower
warned: ‘In the councils of government, we must guard against
the acquisition of unwarranted influence, whether sought or
unsought, by the military-industrial complex. The potential for
the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and will persist.”
(Fisenhower was particularly concerned that American science
would be corrupted by °‘government contract[s]” and ‘project
allocations’; and that universities would become handmaidens
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to military research, losing their historic role as *the fountain-
head of free ideas and scientific discovery™.j'?

What lke had not exerted himself to dismantle while in
power was not altered by his cautionary message on leaving
office. The Cold War had reached its peak and American science
was reorganised to pursue the arms race more vigorously. A
string of protocols were developed that placed science firmly in
the hands of the military: scientists had to agree to indirect con-
trols through security clearances and classification of secrets;
evaluation of research could be done only through *peer review’
- meaning other scientists working under similar secrecy; the
products of research were the province of the military; and the
scientists had no obligations to society or their home institution.
Scientists were promoted by the military as a race apart, locked
in their ivory towers; they had no moral or social responsibiliry
in how their research was used. The military invented a whole
string of legal, accounting and economic devices to generate the
notion of a free-floating “pure science’ totally derached from its
military use. Science was above and beyond democracy; and the
conscience of both scientists and the people over such trivial
matters as the Bomb was quite irrelevant to pure science. The
Department of Defense developed the doctrine thar democratic
decision-making procedures were irrational, inimical to science.
Or as the RAND Corporation put it a decade earlier in its
‘Arrow Impossibility Theorem”: ‘the doctrine of voters’ sover-
eignty is incompatible with that of collective rationality” of
science.' Thus, the military were legitimately defending the wel-
fare of America’s citizens — whose only need should be to worry
abourt free choice in consumer products — and simultaneously
looking after national defence. This doctrine of ‘double truth’
was used by the military to oversee developments in theoretical
physics, electronics, computer science and communication tech-
nologies - disciplines with clear military applications - but also
in abstract subjects such as logic, mathemarics and philosophy.

National security, and security from the possibility of enemies
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within, might be cause for public fear, even paranoia. Bur trans-
lating these concerns into pracrical effect was the job of the
professional military. The birth of the consumer society and the
culture of distraction came in the years immediately after the
Second World War and enjoyed an innocent childhood through
the 1950s. While the mass of the American public concentrated
its efforts on getting ahead and having a good time, military pre-
paredness and containment of Communism could not relax.
Overtly and covertly, America was assuming the international
role of global superpower. Its military budgets steadily rose and
its military personnel remained spread across the face of the
globe, based conveniently to monitor and contain real or poten-
tial threats. America had a nerwork of approximarely 1,700 mil-
itary installations in about 100 countries, what Chalmers
Johnson described as ‘the characteristic institutions of a new
form of imperialism’.'” Some bases such as Okinawa were a
legacy of the Second World War; others were considered strate-
gic necessities as the logic of Cold War rolled around the world.
Wherever American troops were based they existed within a
legacy of classic 19th-century imperialism. Sratus of forces
agreements (SOFA), contracted with each *host® nation, meant
that these countries could not exercise legal jurisdicrion over US
military personnel who committed crimes against local people,
except in special cases where US military authorities agreed to
transfer jurisdiction. The system has an ancient history, going
back to the trading outposts in the ancient and early modern
world. It was, for example, normal pracrice in the great trading
centres of the Muslim world to grant such measures of self-
regulation to traders of different nationalities and religions to
facilitate a plural world of exchange and interaction. Bur its
imperialist incarnation was based on a different conceprt and can
be dated to concessions wrung at gunpoint from China in the
19th century. Chinese law was considered too barbaric, and the
Chinese too backward, to stand in judgement of ‘civilised” white
men. Thar sense of superiority survives in the SOFA, and goes a
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long way to explaining American reluctance to break this habit
by subscribing to the International Criminal Court. Wherever
they serve around the world, America’ military live in bases that
are a world apart from local circumstances, unaccountable and
often impervious to their surroundings. The insulated lifestyle,
including nerworks of military golf courses, includes all the com-
forts of home of the most materially over-endowed nation. Such
bases are a source of friction with local populations in numerous
countries. Driving accidents, rapes and even murders by US per-
sonnel are not infrequent occurrences, and since the military are
not subject to local passport and immigration controls, offenders
can simply be flown Stateside. On Okinawa, still a military base
60 years after the end of the Second World War, when Japan has
become a model developed nation and staunch ally of the US,
“Yanks Go Home’ is a popular sentiment because of the per-
ceived arrogance and unaccountability of American forces for their
misdeeds, and the lack of transparency in any process of justice.

Military bases are the footprints of military and polirical
power used to intervene in the affairs of foreign nations, overtly
and covertly to manipulate the political process: to install and
change regimes, to sustain those compliant to American inter-
ests, military and commercial. With its network of bases,
America has extended an umbrella of ‘protection” around the
globe. But America’s military protection comes with conse-
quences. The military has been used to train local intelligence
and counter-insurgency agencies around the world whose record
of human rights abuses is notorious. Military aid to friendly
nations means contracts for American weapons corporations. It
has meant the proliferation of the means of making war, and
ensured that conflicts become more brutal and lethal in region
after region around the world. Wars between countries, civil
wars and local martial law have all been facilitated by the global
role of the American military in ensuring Americas national
security; surrogate wars, repression and denial of human rights
becoming a necessary part of America’ self-defence.
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The end of the Cold War did not roll back America’s military
presence around the globe. Nor has there been a dismantling of
the military-industrial complex. But there has been a mutation in
the organisation and management of science in America. The
military still plays a major part in shaping American science; but
now it shares the management and funding of science with
multinational corporations. The funcrion of science is now seen
as yielding ‘valuable information’ that could be used not just
for military dominance but also for industrial control. So now
American science is largely directed by the dicrates of the ‘free
marker’. Most science policy experts agree that these changes
evolved during the 1980s, when politicians and corporate lead-
ers became concerned that America was losing the competitive
edge in research and development. It had acquired military
supremacy but was losing the corporate and market wars. The
response was a whole series of new legislation, beginning with
the Bayh-Dole Acr of 1980. The legislation was designed to
reduce government funding of scientific research and facilitate
the transfer of research from university laboratories to corpora-
tions. Whart the corporations wanted - and got — was a mecha-
nism to cut their research and development expenses and out-
source some of their research to universities — just as they out-
sourced labour-intensive work — while maintaining control on
“intellectual property’ generated from the research. The funding
gap left by the military was taken up by pharmaceurical, bio-
technology, computer software and enterrainment industries.
American science now has two masters: the military and the cor-
porations; and Fisenhower’s ‘military-industrial complex” has
now extended to become the °military-industrial-corporate’
complex.

Corporate science, as much as military science, is all abourt
war It’s another name for war on natural resources of the world,
appropriation of the indigenous resources of developing coun-
tries (such as plant varieries, medicinal compounds, and even the
blood of certain indigenous tribes) and patenting of life forms
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including bits of our human biology. The results of the human
genome sequencing were published simultaneously in Britain
and the US. The British scientists made their results available
free on the Web. Bur for American scientists, it was the private
property of a corporation. Bizarrely, American corporations
even claim ownership rights on anything produced by using the
scientific concepts or the results of research developed by their
scientists. Imagine Newton patenting gravity or Einstein patent-
ing relativity to own the results produced by anyone using these
concepts! In a sense, this amounts to a declaration of war on all
future scientific knowledge. There is, however, a precedent. It
was the practice of American scientist and entrepreneur Thomas
Edison, who had a habit of taking our general patents for inven-
tions he had not yer made and then suing anyone who acrually
realised a workable invention along similar lines. As we saw in
Chapter Four, the most notable area to which he applied this
practice was the developmenrt of cinematograph technology. The
story of how cinema began is the endless round of lirigation by
which Edison sought to intimidate compertitors who came up
with useful inventions for film cameras or projectors, often end-
ing with Edison buying them up and marketing them as his own.

The alliance of science and the military not only stretches
around the terrestrial globe, ir also reaches into space - “the final
frontier’, as the opening narration of Star Trek always claimed.
John F. Kennedy’s lunar landing programme was aimed as much
at lifting civilian morale as promoting military research. Space
research in the 1960s and 70s generated as much military hard-
ware as consumer products — from Teflon to anti-ballistic mis-
siles, satellites to guided weapons, desktop computers to stealth
bombers. Ronald Reagan swept aside the 1967 Outer Space
Treaty to institute the “Star Wars® programme and milirarise
space. Even though many American scientists declared thar it
was unworkable, it did produce a useful outcome: the GPS sys-
tem which gives complete monopoly and ultimate control of
every satellite to the Pentagon - right down to route planners in
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cars. With President George W. Bushs *Man on Mars® pro-
gramme, along with his enthusiastic support for further devel-
opment of *Star Wars’, we can expect further weaponisation of
space and blurring of the distinction between civilian and
military space programmes, NASA and the US Department of
Defense. The new X-43A, part aeroplane and part spacecrafr,
now being built by NASA, will produce not only a new genera-
tion of space vehicles but also new types of missiles. Powered by
Scramjet, which relies on the speed of the engine irself to com-
press incoming air, X-43A travels at over 5,000 mph - it could
be used to produce missiles that can reach anywhere on Earth in
less than two hours! As Jean-Jacques Dordian, head of the
FEuropean Space Agency, has said: “for the United States, space is
an instrument of domination,™®

Science has become a commodity, an essential element of a
war economy. Military preparedness, as much as fighting wars
and supporting surrogate wars and regimes as self-defence,
comes at a cost. The staggering recent increase in the military
budget has its internal consequences. According to Paul Rogers:

The 2001 budget was originally pitched ar $289 billion -
nearly ten times the size of Britain’s defence budger — but
eventually ended up at $315 billion. The 2002 budger started
ar $328% billion but was hiked up afrer 11 September by
another $3.5 billion and will now rise by an estimated $20
billion to give an eventual figure of $351 billion. The 2003
request shoots that up to $379 billion. This means thar the
original figure for 2001 has gone up by $64 billion in two

years — almost double the size of Britain’s entire defence
budger."”

Astronomical as these figures are, they are mere snapshots of a
continuous stream of annual expendirure. Real defence spending
since 1955 has averaged $281 billion per year in 2002 dollars. And
this does not include the notable spikes in spending occasioned
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by the Korean War, the Viernam War and Ronald Reagan’ huge
investment in weapons systems such as the stealth bomber and
Srar Wars. Defence spending reached the $450 billion mark in
1989 and was a major contributory factor in the huge deficirts
Reagan bequeathed to the American economy. The real story is
the cumulative total of national wealth that has, year on year,
been devoted to militarised, weaponised national security. The
figure is in the range of hundreds of trillions of dollars. And
accurate totals are not easy to come by, since there is little trans-
parency in military budgets. Lyndon B. Johnson insisted that
Robert McNamara bury the cost of the escalation of the
Vietnam War in his annual defence budget. Chalmers Johnson
argues: ‘From the Korean War to the first years of the twenty-
first century, the institutionalisation of these huge defense
expendirures fundamentally altered the political economy of the
United States.”'® It is part of normal political horse-trading for
members of Congress of all polirical persuasions to try to ensure
that some defence contracts end up in their districts. But the cul-
ture of war, the ethos of national security, the militarisation of
the American worldview, and the popular acceprance of pervas-
ive threat from ever-present enemies, does not allow a general
debate to question whar might have been for America and the
world if so much wealth had been invested in other ways. The
argument that peace and mutual security could be better served
by sustainable global development has advocates but no com-
pelling lobby in a nation dominated by the military-industrial-
corporate complex.

And it is not only in the wider world that a different set of
priorities could make a difference. These astronomical sums of
money could, of course, be used to address the poverty of urban
America, the healthcare needs of the poor and support pro-
grammes for the elderly and veterans. One in three Americans
lives in urban poverty. More than 43 million Americans have no
health insurance and the US has the highest proportion of chil-
dren born in poverty in the developed world. When we consider
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that the Bush government, like the Reagan administration, has
chosen to help the rich by cutring raxes, awarding subsidies and
contracts to corporations, lowering standards of pollution and
safery in the work place, and generally enriching all those in the
weapons, oil, mining, logging, construction and pharmaceurical
industries, we can see an altogether different war in operation: a
war on the poor. One option the poor do have is 1o join the mil-
itary — their only chance to escape poverry. Hence, African-
Americans, who are 12% of the nation’ population, make up
26% of the army. The numbers are similarly slanted for Latinos
and Native Americans. Of the six soldiers who raised the flag on
Iwo Jima, one, Ira Hayes, was a Pima Indian who until he
enlisted had spent his entire life on the Gila River Reservation
where he was born. Being plucked from obscurity and thrust
into the forefront of a public relations exercise for the military
and the war effort horrified Hayes. *It was supposed to be soft
duty, but I couldn’t take it. Everywhere we went people shoved
drinks in our hands and said “You’re a hero!” We knew we
hadn’t done that much but you couldn™ tell them that.” For
Hayes the real heroes were his “‘good buddies’ buried back on
Iwo Jima. After the war, Ira Hayes alternated berween living
among the institutional neglect and poverty of the reservation
and being sought out as an icon. Reluctantly, in 1954 he
arrended the dedication of the Iwo Jima Memorial in Arlington
National Cemetery, a re-creation in statuary of that famous
photograph. Three months later he was found dead, drowned in
apuddle after a night of drinking. The irony of his life and death
are the subject of “The Ballad of Ira Hayes®, written by Pete
LaFarge and recorded by both Bob Dylan and Johnny Cash:

Down the ditches for a thousand years
The water grew Ira’s peoples’ crops

"Till the white man stole the water rights
And the sparklin® water stopped.
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Now Ira’s folks were hungry

And their land grew crops of weeds
When war came, Ira volunteered
And forgot the white man’s greed.

It is not quite the emphasis brought to the Hollywood treatment
of the Ira Hayes story in the 1261 biopic film The Outsider.

The American military has always appreciated the power of
public relations. The strategic collaboration formed during the
Second World War has outlived the Office of War Information
and the Hays Office to become vested in the Pentagon’ public
relations apparatus. The constant need to earn public and con-
gressional support for those huge defence budgets is not the lzast
imperative driving the strategic alliance with Hollywood. The
mechanics of the relationship are just what they were in the
Second World War: ‘Hollywood wants something from us:
equipment, access to installations, stories, personnel. And we
have the opportunity to tell the public something about the mil-
itary’, Philip Strub, Department of Defense, Hollywood Liaison,
said in the 1997 documentary The Military in the Movies, made
by the Center for Defense Information.'” What “the Pentagon
won’t tell is how big their PR apparatus is’, comments Joe Trento
of National Security News Service in the same documentary:
*Suffice it to say, we’re talking about many millions of dollars,
perhaps hundreds of millions of dollars spent polishing the
image, polishing the appearance of the Pentagon and the military
services.” Or as the narrator explains: “The Defense Information
School at Fort Meade, Maryland, equips 3,800 personnel a year
with a broad array of public relations and media skills. Bur the
image factory of Hollywood is where the military has the most
profound effect on public consciousness.” The collaboration
saves Hollywood producers millions of dollars in production
costs. The scrutiny of storylines and scripts remains a quid pro
quo for improving their bottom line.

As Peter Biskind showed for 1950s films, war and the mil-
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itary are themes that permit latirude. When the military is seen
as the central organisation and agency of the nation, a metaphor
for *we the people’, military/war films can become a forum for
debating social issues and presenting contrasting visions of soci-
ety and ideology. But metaphors have their limits, as Vietnam
was to prove. Films such as The Deer Hunter (1978),
Apocalypse Now (1979) and Platoon (1986), critical of the war
and questioning of militarism, received no support from the
Pentagon. Whereas The Green Berets (1968), which revived the
traditional form and structure of Second World War films,
‘received unlimited cooperation from the Army following a per-
sonal letter from [its star John] Wayne to President Johnson’.?"
In war films, John Wayne is most notable for playing the tough,
hard-bitten commander, the stern father figure attuned to the
rigours of combat, focused on doing the job in hand whatever it
may be, and seeing his role as serving national security and the
American Way. The nature of war and military technology has
changed immeasurably since John Wayne’s wars. But the screen
persona he fashioned is father to the evolurion of the genre.
The evolutionary process that begins with Sergeant Stryker
on lwo Jima has become one of the most familiar figures in film
and television. But the hard man tasked with making tough
fighting men has mutated. Marine training has become a cliche,
but a cliché with increasing overtones of acceprable brurality.
“War is hell’, war is brutal, war is the unrelenting necessity by
which security is attained. But the meraphor of Marine training
reiterates something more. The process itself is brutalising and
its aim is to produce unquestioning submission to authority, the
good soldier who will do what he is told and not stop unril the
job, however nasty, is done. It is a military ethos neatly summed
up as ‘theirs not to reason why, theirs butr to do and die’, as
Tennyson so quotably wrote of the archerypal military disaster,
the Charge of the Light Brigade. But the lack of reason to ques-
tion is more than a function of training: it is a consequence of
the conflation of the military with the nation. When the military
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is the vessel of national purpose, and national purpose is not
only security and defence but the expansion of universal ideals -
freedom, liberty, democracy — identified as self-evident and the
special possession of the nation itself, what space is there to stop
and ask questions? What has evolved since the Second World
War is a complex ideology, widely expressed through popular
culture, in which not only is the milirary indispensable, bur the
possession of overwhelming military power makes all situarions
capable of military solutions. As in the war films of the 1940s
and 50s, the nature of the enemy and the presentation of war has
remained consistent. The issues are always simplified into a con-
frontation of good versus evil, the enemy remains forever cruel,
barbaric and implacably opposed to everything thar defines us —
the US. So the nature of the enemy conditions why the military,
the organisation that is the vessel for “we the people’, must
always be trained and prepared. In other words, we have an
ideology that comprehensively establishes the ninth law of
American mythology: war is a necessity.

War enters the consciousness of Americans almost the day
they are born. From infancy to adolescence, in the toys and
games they play, the comics they read, the television shows and
films they watch, American children are instilled, drilled and
shaped with the language and morality of the military. There is
Action Man, complete with a whole range of military gear
There is GI Joe, ready to take on evil-doers the world over. And
there is a whole range of soldiers, in all variety of combar situa-
tions, brought together as ‘Special Forces: Showdown with
Irag’. Not to mention the George W. Bush doll, dressed in the US
pilot regalia he wore when he landed on the USS Abrabam
Lincolrn in May 2003, And his nemeses: the Saddam Hussein
doll and the Osama bin Laden doll. And in between, a veritable
army of war-like creatures, aliens, monsters, gladiators, gener-
als, commanders and, believe it or not, fatigue-clad hamsters
that dance to military music!

When they learn to read, American kids - like kids every-
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where — turn to comics. And what do they read there? The
golden age of American comics begins immediately after the
Second World War and incorporates all the characteristics of the
military mentality. The iconic Captrain America, for example,
was created to fight the Nazis; basically a human, he has only
modest superhero attributes. His real power is insatiable thirst
and will for toral victory: he represents the unchallenged adher-
ence to American values, and it is his conviction of the eternal
nature of these values thar helps him to succeed. Dressed with
the US flag, and embodying the spirit of America, he leads a
team of superheroes — ‘the Invaders” — against all those with
nefarious designs over America, fighting for liberty, democracy,
justice and social rights. But even though these values are seen as
universal, they are subject to contingency and political expedi-
ency. Caprain America has gone through many transformations,
each as aggressive and warlike as the other. In the “‘Authority’
series of comics, he is a perfect soldier, following orders in every
detail even if it means destroying hospitals or killing children,
and is quite unabashed about bullying or an occasional (homo-
sexual) rape. In the Marvel *Ultimate’ series, he is an old soldier,
a true Republican, a sort of John Wayne of our times. In yet
another version, he is a genetically enhanced Marine, inclined to
use maximum prejudice. If Caprain America is supposed to be a
metaphor for the US, then different versions present different
self-perceptions of America. Neo-conservative Republicans will
probably opt for the traditional Captrain America, with his
colourful Stars and Stripes costume and constant declarations of
the supremacy of American values. American liberals would be
just as comfortable with the Republican “Ultimate’ version, an
out-of-place-and-time entity, someone who is rather shameful
but nevertheless represents true American spirit, someone you
would like on your side when things go wrong. But to the rest of
the world, the various Caprain Americas look parr and parcel of
a non-negotiable programme of military bullying hell-bent on
world domination.

1H



AMERICAN DREAM, GLOBAL NIGHTMARE

Of course, many comic heroes have much more complex
moralities: Wolverine of the X-Men (like Captain America, he
too fought in the Second World War); The Question, a Golden
Age character who talks poetically, was prone to violence but
became a Zen warrior after a near-death experience; and Lobo
of the Justice League, DC Comics’ answer to Marvels
Wolverine, an alien with an indestructible body and a hunter
with a tendency to carnage. The post-Gulf War comic heroes,
such as Punisher and Electra, reflect America’s role as the (bad)
policeman of the world. Some even have their origins in evil, like
Ghost Rider and Demon. Spawn is an amalgam of all the
morally ambiguous military heroes. A former hit man for the
CIA, Spawn died on a mission and went to hell where he was
transformed into a hell soldier to fight in an ongoing, perpetual
war against heaven. He lives in a New York alley with a group
of homeless characters, nourishing his deep thirst for revenge.
Although he has enormous magic powers, he prefers to fighr like
a soldier with big weapons and to engage in direct, hand-to-
hand conflict. His body, which is in perperual semi-decomposed
condition, gets damaged quite frequently; he can heal it with his
powers but he chooses to wear enormous scars (some of them
with the stitches still on), displaying them as medals of his bat-
tles. Violence is his language, weapons are his grammar; and he
engages in grotesque violence without reason. The underlying
message is simple and direct: violent force is good and legiti-
mate. If you have power you have the right to use it, and the
more spectacular the violence the berter.

From comics, children graduate to the violent specracle of
video games. Most video games are designed with a specific
intention to promote the culture of war with an accent on shoot-
ing, killing and blowing things up. In games like Mortal Kombat,
Missile Command, Battlezone and Comanche Maximum QOver-
kill, which contain horrific scenes of violence, the object is simply
to kill or hunt your opponent; Doom and its various sequels
involve nothing more than relentless and perperual digital
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killing. The women in these games, if there are any, are either
simply cyber-bimbos, electronic renderings of Barbie dolls, or as
psychotic as the male characters. There is an intimate relation-
ship between video games, virtual reality and the military. The
dress rehearsal for “Smart Bombs®, the kind that frequently
missed their targets in the Gulf War, was carried out in cyber-
space. So it is not surprising that the software games marker is
saturated with °‘shoot-em-up” scenarios, flight simulators, jet
fighters and virtual re-enactment of historic wars, not simply
because people like playing such games, but because weapons
guidance and research for military use has become an integral
part of video games. Indeed, the US Marines were so impressed
with Doom that they produced their own version, available as a
free download: Marine Doom. Not surprisingly, it has a dual
purpose: it is used for recruiting as well as for training. The
American military now works very closely with the games indus-
try to develop software geared to preparing young men for a life
of armed conflict and perpetual warfare. With America’s Army,
one of the most popular recruiting games, young people can
learn how to kill enemy soldiers while still in their pyjamas
having breakfast, and then find the address of their local army
recruitment centre to enrol. In Kuma: War, developed by the
Department of Defense and Kuma Reality Games, you can pre-
pare yourself for acrual missions based on real-world conflicts.
The game uses satellite rechnology to update wself regularly, pro-
vides authentic military intelligence, and recreates the “reality” of
what may actually be happening in a particular zone of conflicr.
So players can simulate real news stories such as the American
raid in Mosul, Irag, in which Saddam Hussein’s two sons, Uday
and Qusay, were killed, or the raid on the Tora Bora Mountains
in Afghanistan in the hunt for Osama bin Laden - all from the
comfort of their living rooms.

Games frequently become films. Think of Martal Kombat,
Final Fantasy and Resident Fuvil and their various sequels. Films
in turn become computer games: Terminator, Hannibal and The
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X-Files. There are films that are little more than glorified advert-
isements for the American military: Top Gun (1986) and Bebind
Enemy Lines (2001), for example. Then there are television
shows that promote the military and the ethos of its various
institutions: JAG and NCIS. We can extend the ‘military-
industrial-corporate complex” to ‘military-industrial-corporate-
enterrainment complex’. As Henry Giroux notes: ‘combar teach-
ing games offer a perfect fir berween the Pentagon, with its accel-
erating military budger, and the enterrainment industry, with
annual revenues of $472 billion, which include $40 billion from
the video game industry. The enterrainment industry offers a
stamp of approval for the Pentagon’s war games and the Defense
Department provides an aura of authenticity for corporate
America’s war-based products. While collaboration between the
Defense Department and the entertainment industry has been
going on since 1997, the permanent war culture that now grips
the United States has given this partnership a new life and
greatly expanded its presence in popular culrure.”!

In schools too, American youth are infused with military cul-
ture. Indeed, the presence of the military in schools is as strong
as in the entertainment industry, as both teachers and recruiters.
The military’s Junior Reserve Officers Training Corps (JROTC)
is now an essential part of secondary education right across
America. Under President George W. Bush’s educational reforms,
schools that do not provide full access to milirary personnel and
recruiters risk losing all federal aid. Schools themselves are
beginning to resemble prisons, giving as much emphasis to
‘security” as education: surveillance cameras, regular searches
for guns and drugs, armed guards, barbed-wire fences and lock-
down drills being rather common. Far from developing critical
thinking, students are being educated to accept the military
ethos of regimented discipline, control and surveillance and
unquestioning acceptance of authority. This is known as tough
love! The kind of tough love Sergeant Stryker began handing out
back in the old days. Once they leave school, youngsters are
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targeted by custom-made Hummers, football jerseys and base-
ball caps. The yellow Hummer, spray-painted with two black men
in military uniform, is the vehicle of choice for the US Army’s
“Take It to the Streets’ campaign which is aimed specifically at
young African-Americans. The more fashion-conscious young
end up buying the latest in military designer fashion from Army-
Navy stores: camouflage jackets, aviator sunglasses, night-vision
goggles, gas masks, army boots and commando gear. And, of
course, they drive the Humvee, which became popular after its use
in Desert Storm, to complete their fantasy of military glamour.

The necessity of war is deeply entrenched in American
mythology. This is why the military has so easily moved out of
the barracks and taken over so much of American life, society
and culture. It is only natural for Time magazine to declare “The
American Soldier” as the ‘Person of the Year’ for 2003, But why
limit him to a single year? The American Soldier is in fact the
Person of the American Century.

As war films of the 1950s demonstrated, national security
must always tackle not only external enemies but the enemies
within. And this internal, homeland war is even more pervasive.
The conventional distinction berween military, police, and crim-
inal justice has become blurred. During the last three decades,
‘counter-terrorist” squads have been established within the mili-
tary, and paramilitary units ser up within police forces. So the
police now work closely in collaboration with the army, main-
taining strong operational, training and ideological links.
Military units play a major role in ‘internal security’, while
police units are trained and armed like the military, with, for
example, SWAT teams modelled on the Navy Seals. Everyday
policing now routinely integrates and uses paramilitary tactics —
we saw its first use in the 1999 anri-globalisation protests in the
“Battle of Seattle’. The domestic version of the pre-emprtive strike
on a sovereign state is to be found in the post-9/11 legislation
that gives police and security forces power to derain, imprisomn,
and hold withour legal representation, charge or trial, anyone
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they might suspect to be a terrorist or have informarion about
terrorism. The tradirional notion of innocent until proven guilty
is replaced by an idea lifted straight from the science-fiction
movie Minority Report, in which a pre-crime unit investigates
and punishes crimes before they happen. As in the film, the
“Total Information Awareness’ programme, which was later
renamed ‘Terrorist Information Awareness’, collects data on
movements and ordinary activities of citizens (credit card
charges, library book withdrawals, university course enrol-
ment). Citizens are urged to spy on their neighbours’ behaviour,
watch for suspicious-looking people, and supply dara to govern-
ment sources, while security computers in airports are provided
with names of millions of ordinary citizens who, because of their
ethnic background or particularities of their name or appear-
ance, are seen as potential terrorists, including demonstrators
and pacifists. Critics of all types are warned to *watch what they
say’, and lists of “traitors’ are posted on the interner. The atmos-
phere of perperual war generated by such procedures taps into
the infinite reservoir of American innocence and brings Laws 1
and 3 of American mythology into play: fear is essential; and
ignorance is bliss. The patriotic response they generate requires
unquestioning approval for *security’ policies, however dubious
they may be from the perspective of law and morality. Of course,
just as the war waged on foreign lands has a strong profic
motive, the war for *homeland security” too has an economic
rationale. As Henry Giroux notes:

the United States is refashioning authoritarianism as a form
of rabid patriotism. This is coupled with anti-terrorist legis-
lation that legitimizes limiting civil liberties and basic free-
doms while sanctioning the surveillance of dissenters and the
arrest, if not torture, of those marked as a threat to the col-
lective safety ... However, government and corporate elites
do more than translate collective fears about uncertainty into
privatized concerns about individual safery. They also create
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the conditions for a ‘fear economy’ that fuels corporate
profits. In addition to being frisked, searched, monitored,
scanned and interrogated, the populations of the United
States and its allies will also be subject to the pressure of ven-
ture capital that will make ‘germ warfare sensors and threat
profile sofrware’, along with “discrete technologies of surveil-
lance, environmental monitoring and data processing ... into
a single integrated system’. ‘Security’, in other words, will

become a fully-fledged urban urility like water and power.??

In American self-perception, all its wars are a product of its
benevolent dispensation. As Sidney Lens notes, the myth has it
that the US ‘has always tried to avoid war; when it has been
forced to take the military road, it has seldom done so for
motives of gain or glory. On the contrary, its wars were fought
only for such high principles as freedom of the seas, the right of
self determination, and to halt aggression. In thoughr, as in
deed, the United States - so the myth goes — has been anti-war,
anti-imperialist, anti-colonialist. It has not sought an inch of
anyone else’s territory, and the few colonies it acquired were
treated with kindness and liberated as quickly as circumstances
permitted.” In reality, *America the benevolent” is a delusional
mirage: it ‘does not exist and never has existed”. Contrary to
popular belief and manufactured myth, “the urge for expansion
— at the expense of other peoples — goes back to the beginnings
of the United Srates itself’?* — as does the love of war for its own
sake and for the benefits it brings.
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CHAPTER SIX

Universal Soldier: America as
Global Narrative

t is night. Cautiously, a soldier makes his way through the

devastation of a village in the jungle. Bodies of his fellow sol-
diers with their ears sliced off are lying among dead villagers.
The sound of whimpering is heard. In a ruined building he finds
two villagers, a young girl and a boy, bound and kneeling before
his sergeant who is preoccupied, stringing his trophies — the ears
of his soldiers — into a necklace. Whar happened here? This vil-
lage had been cleared, the soldier admonishes his sergeant, these
people were all innocent. With a crazed expression, the sergeant
shakes his amulet of power, his necklace of human ears, and
explains: They wouldn’t listen. They are all traitors, his men, the
villagers, all ready to rise up and stab you in the back. *How did
this shit happen?” “It just happened’, says the sergeant. The soldier
tries to be conciliatory. My tour is up. [ just want to go home.
Let’s just go®, he says. But the sergeant has a mission: “You’re just
like the others, you just want to leave like none of this happened.
Well it happened and it doesn’ just go away. It happened. Do
you hear me?’ the sergeant insists. He rounds on the soldier,
ordering him to prove he is not a traitor by shooting the prison-
ers as spies. When he will not, the sergeant coolly shoots the boy
in the head. The soldier lashes out, knocking the sergeant to the
ground, grabbing at the distraught girl, pulling her away from
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the corpse. They run off, but are pursued. The sergeant rakes
aim and shoots his insubordinate subordinate in the leg; as he
falls he yells at the girl to run. The sergeant lobs a grenade at her
retreating form and she crumples in the explosion. Enraged at
this wanton slaughter, the soldier turns his weapon on the
sergeant; in a hail of bullers they kill each other.

By the dawn’ early light a helicopter comes in to land. An
American officer climbs from the whirling machine and enters
the devastated village where a clean-up operation is under way.
A medic has found the body of the sergeant, and timorously
examines the necklace of human ears: ‘I’d hate to be the poor
schmuck who’s got to explain this shit back home to Ma and
Pa’, he says. ‘How do we write this up?” asks another. “Nothing
happened here at all’, the officer replies; “Write them up as MIA
[missing in action] — you didn’t find anyone.” As the officer
departs, we overhear him radio a ‘Code Zebra® for ten bodies
and give instructions for them to be bagged and packed in ice. So
begins Roland Emmerich’s 1992 film Universal Saldier.

After the premise, headlined *Vietnam 1969°, the scene shifts
to ‘the present day” to provide the pitch, the idea on which the
film’s narrative is hung. A cargo plane lands in the desert and
delivers a huge, ominous truck onto the rarmac, where a guard
of soldiers is waiting. The truck hisses and swells before our
eyes. Soldiers in desert fatigues exit the truck. They line up for
inspection before a technician who tests the integrated mechani-
cal eye-piece and headser worn by each soldier to ensure they are
relaying clear picrures and telemetry to the monitors within the
vehicle. As the troops pass for inspection we recognise the two
soldiers we last saw kill each other in the village in Viernam.
Instantly, we are transported from the horrors of conventional
war into the realms of science fiction and prepared for the
unfolding of the picture’ ragline: “The future has a bad arritude.”
Regenerated, these men have been recomstructed as universal
soldiers, unisols. And we witness them doing what is beyond the
powers of ordinary troops or police. Ar the Hoover Dam, ter-
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rorists are holding hostages whom they will kill, one by one,
until their colleagues are released from prison. But the terrorists
are no match for the superior technology and awesome powers
of the unisols. A helicopter flies in at speed. Effortlessly, the
unisols jump from the “copter into the waters below, swim the
mile and a half to the dam in less than four minutes, scale the
towers like spiders on a string, and then abseil Australian fash-
ion - facing forward — down the reraining wall as if it were a
level pavement. All their actions are controlled and monitored
by the scientists back in the truck. The unisols take out the
guards posted by the terrorists and enter the dam. When one of
these future soldiers is mown down by the bad guys he bleeds
from his wounds and falls, apparently slain. But that is not the
kind of science fiction construct a unisol i1s. When his artackers
are reassured by his apparent demise, his dead hand moves to
grasp a weapon and he efficiently rakes out the terrorist control-
ling the bomb, the advantage that prevented conventional forces
from rescuing the hostages. A few more shots raking out the last
of the terrorists and the siruation is resolved. A press conference
is quickly assembled for the awaiting press corps. A uniformed
military officer announces: “This is the third success for the uni-
versal soldiers — without casualties, without injuries. As to the
identity of the unisols, that’s classified.”

It has always been the case that genre movies have a dynamic
of their own, and yet they succeed not only as diversion but
because they encode, refer to and infer the values, ideals and
experience of America. So Universal Soldier, for all its prepos-
terous elements, also has a clear perception of the most haunting
dilemmas of American empire. What are the uses and comnse-
quences of power? When the deterministic doctrine of power
becomes the dominant force, what are the human consequences?
Brutality is inherent in conflict: how does this impacr on one’s
own troops; what does it mean in human, economic and politi-
cal terms in the places *over there’ for other people? In the logic
of the American Empire there is always an mmherent tension in
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trying to tell friend from foe, as well as the constant fear of
betrayal. The power that underpins empire relies on techno-
logical superiority; it comes at vast expense, and it requires
wholesale organisation of the nation and its economy. And the
power of the imperium means exercising its muscle to influence
events far removed from its homeland, having the power to com-
mand by remote control in ways that are neither known nor
obvious to ordinary Americans. In the movie, the tension and
effects of the logic of empire are embodied in the central charac-
ters: Sergeant Andrew Scott, the crazed killer whose purpose, as
he later explains, is just “winning this war’; and his antagonist,
Luc Devereaux, the good soldier who just wants to go home.
Can the dilemmas produced by the exercise of power be left
behind - is it possible to just walk away? Can the derails and
consequences of the exercise of empire be kept remote, at a dis-
tance from ordinary life, back home in America? And how is it
all explained to Ma and Pa? What do they know of the mission
statement, and what should they know of the reality of the mis-
sion of empire?

Between the ideal and the reality there exists the shadow. In
the case of America, the shadow has been war. The condition is
as original as it is inevitable. The will to expand, to overspread,
to compete and to be pre-eminent is contained within the very
idea of America. It is why the land was first settled, and this
understanding of history is the cultural commons of ts people.
Achieving, sustaining and securing the destiny of America has
meant conflict, wars of many kinds - hot, cold, internecine, sav-
age wars, frontier wars and brush wars — and has made war a
motif deeply woven into the social consciousness of national life,
the ideal meraphor for a “‘can do’ people. But, on the other hand,
all the ideals for which America claims to stand, those ideals it
projects and takes as self-descriprion, focus on the image of
peace, the freedom and liberty to pursue the exemplary abun-
dance of its way of life according to the principles on which the
nation is founded, of, by and for its people. It is in the nature of
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sertler colonies to inculcate the *ger up and go” spirit; local diffi-
culties are the impetus to move omn, to find a new place undis-
turbed by troubles. A settler colony of continental proportions
can exist and expand by war and allow the vast majority of its
people to live in peace. Such a sertler colony is implicitly impe-
rial and entirely provincial - simultaneously.

America’s myths and legends centre on war, on feats of arms,
the force that made the nation in geographical extent and polit-
ical existence. Power and its uses have always been at the heart
of the American experience. The ideology extracted from these
tales expounds the virrues of domestic peace and tranquillity,
alert to the need, and ready for, self-defence, yet dedicated to the
quiet enjoyment of gerring on. America is unique in being a
nation defined by ideas and their symbols, not by a specific
territory or people. The settlement of America began as a project
of empire. The nation thar declared its independence was con-
ceived as, and from the first termed, an ‘empire”. It took over the
mantle of the imperial power it deposed by conceptualising itself
as the proper meaning of nation and empire. By declaring them-
selves a nation based on defining principles that were the ideal
and perfect form of human aspiration, the newly confederated
states could properly take on the mission of empire-building as
their Manifest Destiny. A nation of immigrants whose popula-
tion expands by attracring new waves of immigration is not a
people. The making of the American people is a conscious
process of inculcating and appropriating the defining ideas and
symbols on which the nation bases its identity. The shared expe-
rience of the American people is acquired by coming to America.
The bulk of the American population came to America at the
closing of the western frontier. As we saw in Chapter Four,
between 1870 and 1900 more than eleven million immigrants
made their way to America, and by 1900, 60% of the residents
in Americas largest ciries were either foreign-born or first-
generation Americans. American history was a learned experi-
ence, consciously constructed and acquired through the medium
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of popular culture and its mythic narratives, the most easily
digested form of ideological education for people becoming
Americans. The power that held the nation together was a melt-
ing pot of ideology, the ideological ideals of American self-
descriprion. Central to this ideology is the notion that American
tradition and history are universal narratives applicable across
all time and space — Law 10 of American mythology.

America is the refuge, a haven where the imperfections of the
old world are to be redeemed. War, persecution, tyranny and
corruption - these were the scourges of peaceful existence that
the sertlers of America sought to escape. The positive values they
came to enact were peaceful freedoms, the liberty for each indi-
vidual to determine for themselves the best way of life uncon-
strained by oppressive governments and monarchs of all kinds.
Life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness — what more unifying
concepts could there be for those leaving their old life behind
and imagining what would be better in the new land destined to
be their home? Domestic tranquillity to build a betrter life is the
heart of the American Dream. It has been expressed in Biblical
terms from the outset — America is Canaan, the land of milk and
honey, peopled by New Israelites. Those who reached this land
of promise are people ready to live in peace, peace-seeking and
peace-loving people — a refrain beloved of President George W.
Bush who used it repeatedly in speeches after 9/11, the date from
which he began to prepare America for war and became, as he
also comnstantly reminded people, a wartime president.

The idea of America, as much as America’s ideals, is con-
ceived in global terms as a universal human principle. The
Declaration of Independence and the Constitution use elegant
prose to express grand concepts, truths that are self-evident and
inalienable as universal human precepts. Expressed and under-
stood in their ideal, perfect form, these principles stand beyond
context and circumstance and take no cognisance of local derail.
America has not only been peopled by immigrants from the
world, in its essence and meaning it is the world and humanity’s
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finest aspirations. It is the refuge of hope of all mankind yearn-
ing to be free. Therefore, it is natural for Americans to under-
stand their myths and historic narrative as The Grand Narrative,
a global story of how all the world would and should be, if only
it could. America is a messianic dream of global dimensions; its
mission is to be the human furure. When America is threatened
—under artack, defending itself or pre-emprively engaged in con-
flict — it is no mere historic civilisation, one in a succession of
such earthly powers, but the most fundamental human ideals
that are in peril and must be defended. In a profound and direct
sense, then, to oppose America is to be against all that is good
and best in human aspiration. Most importantly, America’ self-
image as global narrative finds confirmation in being the most
affluent and powerful nation ever known in human history.
Quite simply, America must be whart all history and human
effort was striving to attain, the grand pattern made manifest.
For the whole world to progress, there can be no other or berter
formula than to follow the American way. Together, these power-
ful themes serve as justifications for the role American power
must assume on the world srage.

The same mythic tradition, the familiar narratives and motifs
extracted from American history, seamlessly transfer from the
western frontier to the global frontier. The unifying self-image of
America moves from history to the present and into the future
with remarkable consistency, an ideological fir that makes 1t dif-
ficult to stop and ask questions. America’s mission is the world’s
mission, for what else is the rest of the world striving to achieve?
The mythic tradition that is the cultural grooming of all Americans
is framed and expressed in terms that make consistent ideologi-
cal sense of any and all situations. America is the world as it
should be, and the world would be America if only it could.
What more is there to say? In fact, a grear deal more abour the
detail of history, culture, circumstance and the consequences of
power in history and the present. But the world in all its
complexity is far from the lives of ordinary Americans who are
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insulated from the rest of the world by the absorbing comperti-
tive needs of maintaining the affluence of their lifestyles and the
consoling explanations of the enveloping presence of America’s
mythic vision.

However limited and self-serving it may be as history,
Americans accept the oft-repeated assertion thar they have won
two world wars, saving Western civilisation from itself. Having
won the Second World War and emerged from that conflicr as
the world’ strongest power, its economy primed by wartime
production and unscathed by artack on the homeland, America
was a superpower. Reality, idealism and ideology all united to
confirm the logic of America assuming the responsibilities and
duties created by wartime action and accumulated power. As the
world’s leading power, it was its role to order the global system
according to its own values for the benefit of all narions. A new
global frontier was a reality, and like the western frontier it came
complete with a global enemy, an ideological enemy that was the
antithesis of the idea of America, that sought to thwarr and sub-
vert American ideals everywhere. In the aftermath of the Second
World War America was demobilised, at peace and intent on
pursuing consumer abundance at home, and at the same time at
war everywhere, confounding enemies within and ‘over there’.

In the sustaining myths so easily translated from western
frontier to global frontier the central character, the hero, is a par-
ticular type. In the Western genre, as we pointed out in Why Do
People Hate America?,) the hero is an equivocal characrer, a
man capable of and licensed to use violence, to be as hard and
brutal as those who are lawless or savage and who oppose and
threaten the peaceful expansion of sertlement, the outposts of
future civilisation. In the same vein, the ethic of war is a stern
taskmaster, as repeated in so many war films by all those hard-
bitten sergeants who train Marines, or those uncompromising
officers who must press their men to do whart it takes to win. To
be secure, in extremis, civilisation must match violence with viol-
ence — that is what self-defence means. It must use the know-
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ledge and strategy of the enemy to defeat them. The hero enables
the mass of the people, the homesteaders, the innocent villagers,
to live in peace, to be and to think of themselves as peaceable
people, while their enemies are annihilated. War is the necessary
bulwark against the fear of being overrun by enemies who are
savage, brutal and implacably hostile, envious and evilly intent
on overthrowing the peaceful progress that is the meaning of the
American Dream. The doctrine of meeting opposition and force
with overwhelming destructive power by using ‘strategies of
annihilation’ is embedded deep in the conventions of American
myth. The course of war has been the story of harnessing the
stern resolve and hard-birren outlook of the Western hero to the
ever-developing technology of military mighr.

In the Second World War, technology, the milirarisation of
science and its application to strategies of annihilarion, pro-
duced a distinctive American way of using power, as Michael S.
Sherry argues:

American war making displayed a ‘rechnological fanaticism’
- a zeal to inflict technological destruction on its enemies —
that contrasted with the apparent human fanaticism of geno-
cidal Nazis and crazed Japanese. By virtue of their economic
and technological superiority, Americans could act out war’s
destructive impulses while seeing themselves as different
from their enemies. Rarely witnessing the human costs to the
enemy, scientists could press new technologies on the armed
forces, air force crews could incinerate enemy cities, and battle-
ships could pummel Japanese-held islands from miles off-
shore. The intricate technology of war provided physical and
psychic distance from the enemy.?

And most importantly, as Sherry goes on to say, ‘for Americans
alone, the artractions of technological warfare were not chal-
lenged by being on the receiving end of it”. War “over there’ was
the prelude. The elements that brought victory in world war

207



AMERICAN DREAM, GLOBAL NIGHTMARE

continued to operate as America formed its distinctive imperium
arrayed along the global frontier. And physical and psychic dis-
tance was provided not only by technology, whose aim was both
annihilation of the enemy and making American soldiers as
invulnerable as possible, but also by the insularion of ideological
self-justification, the remoteness of the rest of the world from the
daily life of ordinary Americans; the insulation of a lack of inter-
est in the rest of the world, untroubled by a culture of infor-
mation and media inquiry. Empire, power, war and its harsh
brural realities have the common consoling characteristic of
being ‘over there’, exercised by remote control, remote from “we
the people’ who nevertheless are beneficiaries of their operation.
The regenerated human cyborgs, the unisols of Universal
Soldier, are an apt metaphor for the philosophy of war America
has devised. They have been designed to be indestrucrible agents
of awesome power and to ‘follow orders ar all times’. And after
each mission their memory is erased by chemical injection. But
as in all science fiction movies, there is a problem. Specifically,
the problem is “aggressive traumatic recall’. The good soldier,
Luc Devereaux, begins having flashbacks. Two Asians cowering
among the hostages rescued by the unisols bring back memories
of the village in Viernam; he remembers Sergeant Scorr and
recognises him as his fellow unisol. It soon becomes apparent
that Scott is having ‘aggressive traumaric recall” of his own. The
condition causes both to lock onto their overriding thought at
the point of death. For Luc, this is going home; for Sergeant
Scott, completing the mission and ensuring orders are obeyed.
The problem is compounded by the intrusion of an investigative
reporter anxious to learn more about the universal soldiers.
The reporter and her cameraman must be captured to pre-
vent them telling what they have learnt about the unisols. When
Sergeant Scott catches up with them - once again, a man and a
woman kneeling before him, identified as traitors — he again
cold-bloodedly executes the man. The scientists back in the con-
trol vehicle are horrified. *We just killed an innocent man’, says
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Dr Woodward. “We can’t just cover this up - we have a moral
obligation to tell the truth abour this.” The military commander
rounds on him: the whole programme is a covert operation and
must be kepr secret. Covert operations, secret wars, huge expend-
itures without the radar of public scrutiny spent on such endeav-
ours and on developing whole new technologies of war - these
are not solely the stuff of science fiction. They work as plot
devices in science fiction because they echo reality. Vietnam, the
“dirty little war’ in the lyrics of the musical Hair, was the serting
for numerous examples of covert dissembling. But then Chile,
Honduras and Nicaragua all came after. Maintaining and oper-
ating empire is constantly bedevilled by questions of what can be
explained to the people back home. Whar they are permitted to
know exists in tension with the other haunting question: how
much do they really want to know about actions undertaken in
their name but withour full disclosure?

The good soldier, Luc, once again rescues the woman and
they make a geraway. The reporter asks Luc what he wanrs to
do. *My tour is up. I just want to go home, but I can unril
you’re safe’, he replies. So rogether they try to uncover the secret
of Luc’s real identity and evade the derermined pursuir led by
Sergeant Scott, still intent on complering his mission of dealing
with the traitors and winning the war. When Luc stops at a seedy
motel, the television is playing: “Now we return you back to
Nixon and the War Years, Part Seven’, says the announcer. Luc
watches President Nixon: “We will keep America the strongest
nation in the world and we will couple that strength with firm
diplomacy, no apologies, no regrets.” This clear mission state-
ment of American empire is followed by a sound-bite, only half
heard because interrupted by the continuing action, referring to
the pardon issued to Nixon on his resignation in the wake of the
covert Watergate break-in and his administration’s attempts at a
cover-up. From that point on, the film follows the conventions
of the car chase formula, with plenty of fights, shoor outs,
crashes and specracular stunts. But its narrative line is also a
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metaphor — an answer to the questions it has intimated. The
characters cannot just walk away from whar happened ‘over
there’; the climax of the film brings the consequences home o be
played out, literally, before Ma and Pa Devereaux on their
homely farm in Louisiana. To the very end, Sergeant Scott is
utterly determined to fulfil his mission: he keeps injecting him-
self with muscle strengtheners to be stronger, more powerful,
indestructible, relentless and inevitable in his pursuir of winning
the war he cannot escape. In the last extreme, the only way Luc
can overcome this force is to feed Scott’s impaled body into a
shredding machine and grind it to bits.

In the metaphor of Universal Soldier, Devereaux and Scott
are both products of empire, but they embody alternate
responses 1o Its pressures and consequences. One 1s committed
to the logic and dictates of whatever it takes to win the wars that
maintain the empire, while the other, Luc, is ready to walk away
and be done with war, to erase his memory of reality even before
his memory is erased by his controllers. At the heart of the
American psyche there is a fissure bridged by a preference for
disassociation, willingness to look the other way —to look ar the
big picture of the grand ideals and forget, ignore or merely deny
the troubling realities. It produces a readiness to accept the logic
that makes war and calls it self-defence or peace, the pacification
of bringing civilisation into being. What has been true of
America at home in its history has characterised its actions
abroad. The American Dream is a motif imposed upon history
as much as it is a product of history. America is not a simple nar-
rative; it is immensely complex and contradictory - it exists
across severe tensions. Lhe tensions are the alternate pulls of
ideals and reality. The laws of American mythology exist to sub-
sume and overlay the harshest reality with the balm of idealism,
to justify means by the distraction of high purpose and good
intent. The rheroric of American life is eulogy, unstinting praise
for the values and ideals of the nation in their pure and perfect
form. Reality ‘out there’ exists to be reconfigured, made to con-
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form to legend. Burt there are rimes when this approach to realiry
becomes a discernible lie. Reality is a storyline that can be spun
to leave the ideals in place and parade shocked innocence about
undesirable real events. America is a nation thar is forever losing
its innocence without finding a reformative impulse. The current
champions of American empire appeal directly to the notion of
American innocence, intrinsic goodness and the universal nature
of American narrative. There is no awareness here that the ideals
of the Republic are way past their *sell by’ date - thar, at the end
of the day, it is American mythology itself that needs to replaced
with something more life-enhancing.

Consider, for example, Michael Ignatieff, the Canadian
apologist for American imperialism and Professor at Harvard
University, who describes the American Empire as a new kind of
‘burden’: ‘America’s empire is not like empires of times past,
built on colonies, conquest and the white man’s burden. We are no
longer in the era of the United Fruit Company, when American
corporations needed the Marines to secure their investments
overseas. The 21st century imperium is a new invention in the
annals of political science, an empire lite, a global hegemony
whose grace notes are free markets, human rights and demo-
cracy.” The new burden means that the US is “the only nation
that polices the world throughout five global military com-
mands; maintains more than a million men and women at arms
on four continents; deploys carrier battle groups on watch in
every ocean, guarantees the survival of countries from Israel to
South Korea; drives the wheels of global trade and commerce;
and fills the hearts and minds of an entire planet with its dreams
and desires’.? So the empire may now be ‘lite’, but it is still a uni-
versal soldier and does what good old heavy empires always did:
occupies foreign lands, rapes their economies and cripples their
rmnds!

Apart from being “lite’, the empire is also ‘benevolent’. In a
much-quoted article in Foreign Policy, Robert Kagan, a senior
associate at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace,
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declared thar ‘the truth about America’s dominant role in the
world is known to most clear-eyed international observers’. And
it is this: ‘the benevolent hegemony exercised by the United
Srates is good for a vast portion of the world’s population.” A
world without US hegemony, he suggests, would be more viol-
ent, more chaortic, less democratic and economically stagnant.
And he spells out “the unique qualities of American global dom-
inance”: despite overwhelming military and economic superior-
ity, the American people chose not to °set the crown of world
empire on their brows’; instead, they chose a ‘strategy to risk
nuclear annihilation on [their] otherwise unthreatened home-
land in order to deter attack, either nuclear or conventional, on
a European or Asian ally’. Moreover, ‘the identification of the
interests of others with its own has been the most striking qual-
ity of American foreign and defence policy’. Americans may be
self-interested, selfish, arrogant, and occasionally ham-handed,
‘but excusez-mol’, Kagan asks in a mocking tone:

compared with whom? Can anyone believe that were France
to possess the power the United Srates now has, the French
would be less arrogant, less selfish, and less prone to making
mistakes? Little in France’s history as a great power, or even
as a medium power, justifies such optimism. Nor can one
easily imagine power on an American scale being employed
in a more enlightened fashion by China, Germany, Japan, or
Russia. And even the leaders of that least benighted of
empires, the British, were more arrogant, more bloody-
minded, and, in the end, less capable managers of world
affairs than the inept Americans have so far proved to be. If
there is to be a sole superpower, the world is berter off if that
power is the United States.*

So, what can we expect in this wonderful world of benign

American power? Kagan suggests quite explicitly that America
should not hesitate in drawing its mighty sword and slaying any-
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thing and anyone that gets in its way. Like the deranged villain
in Universal Soldier, he laughs out loud at Europe and her mul-
tilateralism. A Europe that has achieved integration peacefully
and multilaterally, by negotiations and without militarism, has
moved ‘beyond power into a self-contained world of laws and
rules and transnational negotiations and cooperation’, and thus
has no understanding of the brute realism of empire-building. In
contrast to Kants “Perpetual Peace’ that is the lor of Furope,
Kagan suggests in Paradise and Potver, the United Srates is all
about taming an anarchic Hobbesian world where war is a
necessity. America is thus ever ready to visit violence to any cor-
ner of the world both to maintain and to expand its empire.’
What both Ignatieff and Kagan amply demonstrate is a mon-
umental ignorance of history. As Sidney Lens notes in reference
to Ignatieff: ‘only someone blind to the history of the United
Srates, its obsessive drive for control of oil, its endless expansion
of military bases around the world, its domination of other coun-
tries through its enormous economic power, its violations of the
human rights of millions of people, whether directly or through
proxy governments, could make that statement.” Robert Jensen,
Associate Professor of Journalism at the University of Texas in
Austin, describes ‘benevolent empire’ as the ‘third American
holocaust’ (the first two being the genocide of Native Americans
and slavery), the product of a foreign policy that is ‘relentlessly
barbaric’.” But something very specific is at work in Ignatieff and
Kagan’s views; something that we also find in Paul Berman’
notion of ‘liberal imperialism™® and Sranley Kurtz’s ‘Democratic
Imperialism’,” as well as in the works of a string of right- and
left-wing champions of the American Empire.'” And thatr some-
thing is the deterministic re-formulation of history in the uni-
versal soldier framework. History — of democracy, liberalism,
cultures, civilisations and great powers - is being presented as
universal destiny: the histories of all nations and peoples, states
and empires, merge into the universal narrative of American his-
tory and culminate to produce a global, benevolent American
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Empire. This is what the world was created for. This is the sum
of all human experience. This is the aggregate of all the yester-
days of humanity. This is the theory thatr Philip Bobbitr tries to
demonstrate in his monumental study The Shield of Achilles.
Subtitled *War, Peace and the Course of History’, the book sug-
gests that all the wars of all histories and all the peaceful srates
of the world produced a ‘course of history’ that ends up with a
very special state: a state that is immensely powerful and demo-
cratic and committed to human rights — the global United Srates
of America. It is thus the only power that has not only might but
historic right on its side — and hence, can attack any country it
wishes. This historic imperative, this natural and universal des-
tiny, also gives the US, says Bobbirtt, the right to take pre-emprive
action against any nation, and places it above international law.
This is the new °constitutional theory” that Bobbitt wants the
rest of the world to embrace.

In its most complete and articulate form, this thesis is
expressed by Francis Fukuyama in his The End of History and
the Last Man.'? Ignatieff, Kagan, Bobbitr and others are simply
borrowing a leaf from Fukuyama, former Deputy Director of the
US State Department’s Policy Planning Staff and a signatory to
the infamous policy paper ‘Rebuilding Americas Defenses:
Strategy, Forces and Resources for a New Century’, cobbled
together by the neo-conservative think-rank, The Project for the
New American Century.

Fukuyama developed his thesis immediately after the fall of
the Berlin Wall. The end of the Cold War, he argues, not only
means the end of Communism, it also signifies the unabashed
victory of American economic and political liberalism. American
“liberal democracy’, he suggests, is the ‘end point of mankind’s
ideological evolution’, the ‘final form of human government’,
and as such constitutes the ‘end of history’. From the American
Declaration of Independence onwards, there has been a trend
towards democratic governance that demonstrates thar there is
‘a silent and mysterious inner process at work” underneath the
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perturbations of history, somewhat similar to the ‘invisible
hand’ of the market. This suggests that:

There is a fundamental process at work thart dicrates a com-
mon evolutionary parttern for 4{f human societies — in shorr,
something like a Universal History of mankind in the direc-
tion of liberal democracy. The existence of peaks and troughs
in this development is undeniable. But to cite the failure of
liberal democracy in any given country, or even in the entire
region of the world, as evidence of democracy’s overall weak-
ness, reveals a striking narrowness of view. Cycles and dis-
continuities in themselves are not incompatible with a history
that is directional and universal, just as the existence of busi-
ness cycles does not negate the possibility of long-term econ-
omic growth."

Thus, for the past 300 years all histories, all cultures have been
evolving, by the sheer force of nature and deterministic history,
towards a single goal: to become part and parcel of a universal
American narrarive.

History was not a blind concatenation of events, but a mean-
ingful whole in which human ideas concerning the nature of
a just political and social order developed and played them-
selves outr. And if we are now at a point where we cannot
imagine a world subsrantially different from our own, in
which there is no apparent or obvious way in which the
future will represent a fundamental improvement over our
current order, then we must also take into consideration the
possibility that History itself might be at an end.™

All of us are thus as free as we will ever ger, and the status quo
is the best we can ever hope for. The United States of America,
with its principles of ‘Liberty” and *Democracy’, is the apex of
human evolution and all of us are propelled towards the Great
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Republic. But since “history” — that is, history of non-Western cul-
ture which Fukuyama has cannibalised — incorporates the world-
views of all other people, their value systems, their culrures, what
we may call their toral modes of being, the termination of history
also terminates the very being, the very identities, of all Others.
So other people, quite incidental to American ‘Universal History’,
can now be truly declared dead and buried: ‘it matters little what
strange thoughts occur to people in Albania or Burkina Fasao’, as
their culture is not part of the ‘the common ideological heritage
of mankind’. Indeed, they are not people at all!

The early attempts to write “‘Universal History’, Fukuyama
tells us, “were undertaken in conjunction with the establishment
of the scientific method in the sixteenth century’. Scientific
method, as introduced by Galileo, Bacon and Descartes, estab-
lished the possibility of both accumulative knowledge and
dominion over nature. It was the success of modern nartural
science which engendered the ‘modern notion of progress’ and
enabled ‘Francis Bacon to assert the superiority of modernity to
antiquity on the basis of inventions like the compass, printing,
and gunpowder’ — none of which, by the way, were Western
inventions but developments of knowledge accumulated in the
East in entirely different cultural contexts. Nevertheless, the pos-
sibility of mastering natural sciences was not ‘a universal feature
of all societies, but had to be invented at a certain point in his-
tory’. Once this scientific method was discovered, “a qualitative
change occurred in the relationship of scientific knowledge to
the historical process’; it provided a *mechanism’ for the direc-
tion of history by creating “a fundamental, non-cyclical division
of historical rime into periods before and after’. Henceforth, this
directional mechanism could be used to explain all historical
developments. Whart are the basic components of the mechanism
unleashed by modern science? Fukuyama explains:

The first way in which modern natural science produces his-
torical change that is both direcrional and universal is
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through military competition. The universality of science
provides the basis for the global unification of mankind in
the first instance because of the prevalence of war and con-
flict in the international system. Modern natural science con-
fers a decisive military advantage on those societies that can
develop, produce, and deploy technology most effectively,
and the relative advantage conferred by technology increases
as the rate of technological change accelerates. Zulu spears
were no match for British rifles, no matter how brave indi-
vidual warriors; mastery of science was the reason why Europe
could conquer most of what is now the Third World in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and diffusion of thar sci-
ence from Europe is now permitting the Third World to
regain some of its sovereignty in the twentieth. The possibil-
ity of war is a great force for the rationalization of a society,
and for the creation of uniform social structures across cul-
tures. Any state that hopes to mainrain its polirical autonomy
is forced to adopt the technology of its enemies and rivals.
More than that, however, the threat of war forces states to
restructure their social systems along lines most conducive to
producing and deploying technology.'®

So, the master narrative of America is a producrt of its science-
and technology-based military muscle - its ability to perform the
funcrions of universal soldier. But what else is responsible for the
global domination of the US? The triumph of the idea of America,
argues Fukuyama, is demonstrated by the ‘unquestionable rela-
tionship between economic development and liberal democracy’
{colonialism and the global economic strucrure, of course, have
nothing to do with it) and the spread of consumerism around the
world. The force that was moving history forward was not the
American quest for power and territory but the need of the indi-
vidual for the Platonic idea of *thymos’ or “that-which-demands-
recognition-in-others”. Or more appropriately, *megalothymia’,
the desire to be recognised as superior to all other people. This
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desire is fulfilled by American consumerism, which not only pro-
vides the free and respected individual with all the “thymos” he or
she needs, 1t also sublimates ‘megalothymia’ and directs it
towards harmless activities like playing with junk bonds or
going hang-gliding in California, thanks largely to a happy com-
bination of (right-wing) Christianity, military science and tech-
nology, ‘democratic liberalism” and benign imperialism. ‘Apart
from fast-disappearing tribes in the jungles of Brazil or Papua
New Guinea’, the whole of humanity is linked through ‘the
universal nexus of modern (American) consumerism’:

Societies which have sought to resist this unification, from
Tokugawa Japan and the Sublime Porte, to the Sovier Uniomn,
the People’s Republic of China, Burma, and Iran, have man-
aged to fight rearguard actions that have lasted only for a
generation or two. Those that were not defeated by superior
military technology were seduced by the glirtering material
world that modern narural science has created. While not
every country is capable of becoming a consumer society in
the near future, there is hardly a society in the world that
does not embrace the goal itself.’®

Thus Fukuyama, and other proponents of American empire, give
the rest of the world three stark choices: disappear, without a
trace and complete with your culture and values, from history
and the future; be subdued by American military technology and
become a colony of the benevolent empire; or embrace American
consumerism in its totality and be reduced to a cipher. But
Fukuyama not only terminates history, which he sometimes uses
as a synonym for progress, on the basis of military might and the
spread of consumerism, he also measures contributions to world
history in terms of a people’ participation in consumer society.
Japan, for example, is said to make an important contribution to
‘world history by following in the footsteps of the United Srates
to create a truly universal consumer culture, both the symbol
and the underpinning of the universal homogenous state’. Thus
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a state becomes ‘homogenous” not on the basis of a single cul-
ture, national aspirations, religion or worldview, but on the
basis of American universal consumer culrure.

Is there an escape from the homogeneity of the American
Empire? Fukuyama suggests that America’s universal soldier
narrative is up against three ‘ideological competitors’: national-
ism, culture and religious fundamentalism. Nationalism is dis-
missed as irrelevant since it can be ‘modernised’, reframed
within the master narrative of America. Culture, in the form of
resistance to American values and consumerism, provides a big-
ger threat. It is the link of culture with religion which makes cul-
ture a stubborn form of resistance to the spread of American
imperialism. The real danger to American hegemony comes from
fundamentalism in general and Islamic fundamentalism in par-
ticular. However, while Islamic fundamentalism may have won a
few victories, it does not have much of a future. For Fukuyama,
just as for other champions of American imperialism, the only
form of Islam that exists is ‘Islamic fundamentalism’, which he
equates with the entire history of Islam. When it comes to the
real crunch, he argues, Islam’ history and civilisation, world-
view and culture, will stand no chance against Hollywood,
American television and the celebrity and pop industries. More-
over, when the ‘oil runs out” and Muslim countries are forced to
make it ‘on their own’, they will face a stark choice between
Islam and modern consumerism. The elementary point that oil-
rich countries are already living in the midst of consumer cul-
ture, while non-oil-rich countries lack the cash and, therefore,
the choice to buy into consumer culture, does not occur to
Fukuyama. Nor does the fact that both have already chosen
‘Islam’ — in its various, somewhat corrupted, modern forms.

Fukuyama raises self-congratulation to the status of a theo-
logy, generating a rational philosophy to beat all philosophies
and a worldview to live by. His thesis, as indeed the very idea of
a benevolent American Empire, is a form of pathological funda-
mentalism. As Stuart Sim notes, the echoes of Christian Right
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fundamentalism in Fukuyama’ work are clear and distinet: ‘In
true fundamentalist fashion, Fukuyama looks forward to “the
homogenization of mankind”. No religious fundamenralist
could put it berter: goodbye difference, goodbye dissent, hello
conformity.” One would have expected, suggests Sim, that after
9/11, Fukuyama would have had a few doubts. But he remained
adamant, making ‘the standard fundamentalist claim: that one’s
opponents simply haven’t seen the light yer. And the srandard
fundamentalist response: we won’t give up, we shall prevail. It’s
a temperament seemingly impervious to setback.”"”

Francis Fukuyama was a student of Samuel Huntington,
Professor of International Relations at Harvard University. Just
after Fukuyama’s book, Huntingron published his famous article
‘The Clash of Civilizations?” in the influential journal Foreign
Affairs, whose managing editor, Fareed Zakaria, was another
former student of the Harvard professor. Huntingron argued that
future conflicts will not be based on ideology or economy but on
culture: ‘the fault lines between civilizations will be the bartle
lines of the future.” There are a number of such *fault lines’, but
the most significant is the dividing line in Europe which sepa-
rates what is essentially Fastern Europe and the Balkans from
the Muslim world. The people on the Fast European side share
the common experience of European history and are generally a
product of the Renaissance, the Reformarion, the Enlightenment,
the French Revolution and the Industrial Revolution. On the
other side, according to Huntington, we have a people who
*historically belonged to the Ortoman or Tsarist empires and
were only lightly touched by the shaping events in the rest of
Europe; they are generally less advanced economically; they
seem much less likely to develop stable democraric political sys-
tems’.'® This is, of course, the historical divide where civilisation
as we know it ends and the wilderness of the other cultures
begins; and where the final battle for the empire will be foughr.
The *Clash of Civilizations’ thesis has been reiterated a number
of times; and it has most frequently been reduced to a clash
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between the West and Islam. But in its original formation,
Huntington was concerned not just with the ‘bloody borders” of
Islam; he was worried about the entire non-West rising up
against the US. ‘Confucian, Japanese, Islamic, Hindu, Slavic-
Orthodox, Latin American and possibly African civilizations’,
Huntington wrote, are rediscovering their civilisational identi-
ties and ‘have the desire, the will and the resources to shape the
world in non-western ways’ (God forbid!). He singled out the
*Confucian-Islamic connection” as the most lethal, consisting of
‘weapons states” — as though America was not a *weapons state’
- eager to take on a homogenous West led by the US. To thwart
the lurking dangers, Huntington recommended that the West,
meaning America, should: ““limit the expansion of the military
strength of Confucian and Islamic srates” (that is, continue with
imperialism); “exploit the differences and conflicts among
Confucian and Islamic states” (that is, divide and conquer); “sup-
port in other civilizations groups sympathetic to Western values
and interests” (that is, promote insurrection); and “strengrhen
international institutions that reflect and legitimate Western inter-
ests and values” (that is, retrench Western global domination).”?
In the more elaborate form of his thesis, The Clash of
Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order, Huntington
provides an extensive list of fault-line conflicts thar have taken
place on a “boundary looping across Furasia and Africa that sep-
arates Muslims from non-Muslims™: Bosnia, Kosovo, Cyprus,
Chechnya and Southern Sudan, for example. But he is forced to
concede that while at the ‘micro or local level it is between Islam
and the others’, the real clash of civilisations ‘at the macro or
global level of world politics® is “between the West and the
rest’.?? And the issues in this clash are “classic ones of interna-
tional politics® such as ‘relative influence in shaping global devel-
opment and the actions of global internarional organisations
such as the UN, IMF and World Bank’; ‘relative military power,
which manifests itself in controversies over non-proliferation
and arms control and in the arms race’; and ‘economic power
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and welfare, manifested in disputes over trade, investment and
other issues’.?’ In other words, the conflict berween ‘the West
and the rest” is about issues of injustice and exploitation, the
issues at the core of American imperialism.

Unlike Fukuyama, with his one-dimensional, neo-conservative
chauvinism, Huntingron is a much more complex person. To
begin with, he is an old-fashioned Democrat who describes him-
self as ‘a child of Niebuhr’. Reinhold Niebuhr, one of the fore-
most American Protestant theologians, was an acrive socialist in
the early 1930s. He began to champion traditional Protesrant
values after the Second World War, and related them to
American society in the shape of ‘comservative realism’. His
Nature and Destiny of Man: A Christian Interpretation*® has
made a profound impact on American theology, leading many
international relations experts to suggest that he is the father of
American political thought. As an Episcopalian, Huntington is
artracted to Niebuhr’s ‘compelling combination of moraliry and
practical realism” which shapes his own ideas of conservatism.?*
Like Niebuhr, Huntington possesses a deep, Christian moral
stance that frequently leads him to denounce imperialism and
the presentation of American tradition and history as universal
narratives. America, Hunrington has argued, has perperuated
naked imperialism since the 1250s; and has pursued a deliberate
policy of creating a unipolar world after the fall of the Berlin
Wall. It has behaved like a ‘rogue superpower’, forcing the rest
of the world to agree to its demands.?* Moreover, he dismisses
the idea that the West, or indeed America, represents a ‘univer-
sal civilisation’. “The assumptions, values, and doctrines cur-
rently held by many people in Western civilisation” represent
nothing more than ‘Davos culture™: it is the culture of the busi-
nessmen, bankers and government officials who gather every
year in the Swiss town of Davos at the World Economic Forum.
While the Davos people ‘control virtually all international insti-
tutions, many of the world’s governments, and the bulk of the
world’s economic and military capabilities’, not many people
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share their culture: it exists only at an élite level.?® So: *what is
universalism to the west is imperialism to the rest’;*® indeed,
imperialism is a logical product of the very idea that American
culture is universal.

But Huntingron’ apparent anti-imperialist stance does not
mean that he is against the American Empire. His main concern
is to preserve the Christian Protestant identity of the empire.
Hence his acute distaste for multiculturalism and his insistence
that the United States cannot be a country of many civilisations.
To be America, America must have a Protestant cultural core. As
he argues in Who We Are: The Challenge to America’s National
Identity,the Catholic American Larinos, multiplying rapidly, are
a threat to the nation; indeed, the very mixing of races and cul-
tures in America is a path to national and moral degeneration.?”
Huntington’s anxiety regarding the non-West, so clearly displayed
in The Clash of Civilizations, is essentially the fear of a demo-
graphically challenged Protestant morality being swamped by a
resurgent and multi-civilisational, expanding non-West. “What
appears to be an outright rejection of universalism’, notes Leong
Yew, is ‘a way of preventing the uniqueness of western culture
from gerting lost’. Huntington’s anxiety, suggests Yew, can be
captured in one word: de-westernisation, and all the fear associ-
ated with the loss of the Protestant ethics.?® So “the old fashioned
Democrat’ turns out to be an old-fashioned colomnialist argu-
ing for both assimilation and differentiation to preserve old-
fashioned imperial power relations.

Huntington’s other student, Fareed Zakaria, editor of the
international edition of Netwsureek, hides his colonial desires
behind similar ambivalence. In his rather pedestrian book The
Future of Freedom: Hiiberal Democracy at Home and Abroad,”
Zakaria posits two varieties of democracy: a liberal one that
resides in America, and an illiberal one that is the lot of the rest
of the world. Liberal democracy is based on neo-liberal free
trade and totally free markets. In other words, *democracy’ and
‘markets’ are basically the same things. America represents the
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ideal democracy because of its “state-centered realism’, meaning
it uses its brute power to expand its marker and the influence of
its empire. Zakaria is unabashed in celebrating both America’s
military might and its gruesome expansionist past without a hint
of irony, or indeed any moral qualms about imperialism or the
human and social cost of using brute power. This is an apologia
for empire at its most obnoxious.

As Benjamin Barber notes, ‘confusing democratization with
economic liberalization is to confound the spread of liberry with
the spread of McWorld — that seductive compound of American
commercialism, American consumerism, and American brands
that ... has dominated the globalization process’. The ‘ethos
of Disney’ is not synonymous with ‘the ethics of liberty”; and
citizens are not the same thing as consumers.*” Crearing con-
sumers for American markets, opening other nations to be taken
over by American corporations, does not amount to introducing
democracy:

Privatization does the ideological work of global marker econ-
omics inside nation-states, privileging the private interests
of corporations and banks and delegitimizing the common
goods of the community. National government now becomes
an instructed instrument of the private sector rather than a
participatory assembly of the public sector. In this guise, gov-
ernment is made over into a useful tool of global firms,
banks, and markers in such international organizations as the
World Trade Organization and the International Monetary
Fund - nominally democratic polirical organizations consti-
tuted by sovereign states, but in effect servants of global econ-
omic interests that undermine both national sovereignry and
democracy. Privatization does not decentralize power; it is not
devolution. Rather, it shifts power deployed from the top down
that is public, accountable, and transparent to the private sec-
tor, where it remains top-down but is now unaccountable
and opaque. Privatization effectively gives public power
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away, yielding it to private elites beyond scrutiny and con-
trol. In the name of liberty, it destroys democracy by annihi-
lating the good of the public (the respublica) in whose name
democratic republics are constituted in the first place.”

Equating democracy with consumerism, argues Barber, produces
two fatal errors. Firstly, it misrepresents voluntary choice. Vol-
untary choice, by definition, must be freely made, without con-
straints. But how people spend their money in countries under
the influence of the empire is not as free as it may seem. There is
nothing voluntary in a society where wants, needs and desires
are artificially manufactured. ‘Freely made choices are subject to
markering, merchandizing, advertising, and packaging influ-
ences, all of which (as the billions spent in these sectors suggest)
are intended to shape, modify, divert, and even compel choice in
the direction of what producers need to sell rather than of what
consumers need to buy.”® So, asks Barber, during the build-up to
the Iraq war, when American consumers rushed to buy, on the
recommendation of the Department of Homeland Security, such
bizarre products as ducr tape, plastic sheering and gas masks,
were they acring voluntarily or was something else motivating
their consumption? Secondly, it misunderstands the critical dif-
ference between public and private choosing. Capiralism does
not manufacture goods that fulfil the needs of ordinary folk, if it
ever did. Global capiral is focused on manufacruring needs to
ensure the sale of surplus goods which no one acrually needs or
could possibly use. The *need’ for duct tape was generated by the
dubious claim of the Department of Homeland Security (which
it later retracted) that people could protecr themselves from
chemical and biological arracks by sealing their windows. Much
more dubious is the need for Humvee vehicles, designer water
and DVD burners; and ‘even consumer capitalism’s least sceprti-
cal celebrants may admit that the billions spent on markering to
children from one to six years old points to something other
than pure market freedom and pristine consumer choice’.?* Still,
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if we were to assume, argues Barber, that people freely choose
what they really want and need, consumer choice comes down
to private choice. And these private choices, manipulated or not,
are not a substitute for public choices and do not influence
public outcomes. Democratic governance cannot be reduced to
private choices, for it is essentially all about public choosing:
‘about dealing with the public and social consequences of
private choice and behaviour.” Democracy therefore has no real
connection with consumerism, let alone with the so-called free
market. Its function is to produce conscientious citizens and
accountable governance. Linking democracy with free trade and
free markets is a formula for expanding the empire.

This formula, as Robert Jensen has argued, is based on two
underlying assumptions that are intrinsic to American myth-
ology. First, American market capitalism is not just the only
variety that exists in the whole world, it is also the only econ-
omic system that is remotely compatible with democracy. Except
for occasional disruption by the unions, it is a ‘harmonious
system in which benevolent owners and hardworking managers
labor selflessly to provide for customers and workers”. Second,
America is the only country on this planer thar values and, in
both history and contemporary times, has pursued democracy
and freedom - no other country in the world values freedom and
democracy like America! Every other nation in the world acts
out of pure selfishness but America ‘goes forward with a bene-
volent mission’.* The notion of a benevolent empire seems con-
tradictory. However:

an Empire to which the ruled routinely consent is not
unusual. This is whar we call *hegemony,” a word which indi-
cates power establishes ‘the rules of the game’ by which oth-
ers routinely play. Others may come to approve of the rules
as well, so that hegemony is also partly legirimate. But the
basis of hegemony is more of a marter-of-fact acceprance of
things ‘as the way they are.” Then people’s own everyday
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acrions help reproduce the dominance without much thoughr.
For example, the US dollar is the world’s reserve currency,
stable, secure, so foreigners routinely invest in the US econ-
omy, subsidizing American consumers and indirectly paying
for the US military, without their even being much aware of
this. Foreigners see this mainly as the way the global econ-
omy works, and so it is also the way they can make profits.
In practical terms they consent, though they may occasion-
ally grumble.®

Or, as Gore Vidal pur it, “the brilliance of the American polirical
system for 200 years lies in its giving the rich a licence to steal
from the poor and making them think they voted for it>.* The
poor here include not just the poor of America bur also the poor of
the rest of the world thar a hegemonic empire loots and plunders.

The global narrative of empire propagated by its champions
is a monolithic one. It operates through a uniform set of propo-
sitions, enforced by all the major global agencies, especially the
IMF, through a simple one-size-fits-all mantra: democratisation
along with privatisation and liberalisation of trade is whar the
world needs. These are the practical measures to which the ruled
are required routinely to consent. Bur as Amy Chua so cogently
argues in World on Fire,* n the real world, where history and
context have meaning, the consequence of this mantra has been
proliferating instability. In the complexities of the post-colonial
world, new nations are artificial creations of former empires and
reflect all the internal tensions of competing imperial powers.
Democratisation often empowers élites of one ethnic group only
to marginalise another and hence breed internal conflict.
Economic élites can often be ethnically defined and distinct from
polirical élites, another recipe for internal tensions which often
leads to conflict. Privatisation robs governments of the levers of
economic control that might allow these tensions and gross
inequalities inherited from the past to be ameliorated and thus
reduce the festering animosities leading to conflict. Meanwhile,
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liberalisation of trade and financial flows opens economies to
being bought up by foreign capital and multinarional corpora-
tions with no allegiance to the internal development of the econ-
omy, or the society and its diversity of ethnic and cultural needs.
The gross effect has been to undercut whart little social advances
have been made, painfully, over decades; the future prospects for
the poorest across a range of social and economic indicators
become worse and worse, and human rights abuses are increased,
leading to numerous regional and nationwide outbreaks of ethnic
violence, leaving a trail of death and destruction in their wake.
As hegemony, it is hardly a happy lot. As hegemony, it is sus-
tainable only as long as the empire has no interest in outcomes
beyond its own economic bottom line and is prepared to erase
all else from its memory and decreasing attention span.

The new hegemonists, as Charles Maynes notes, are “almost
a parody of the Kaiser and his courrt at the beginning of this cen-
tury”.*® Like the German imperialists, they are drunk with their
military and economic might and anxious to impose their will
on the rest of the world. And like empires of old, the ruling élite
of America have become staggeringly reckless and violent,
blatantly breaking every norm and value that they so loudly pro-
claim. As the empire becomes more and more intoxicated with
its military power, America will become more belligerent, more
dependent on sophisticated technological warfare and surveil-
lance, and more eager to search out new villains to subdue and
new nations to conquer. But the first victims of this paranoid
militarism will be American citizens themselves.

The “war on terrorism’, according to James Bovard, is now
the biggest political growth industry in the United Srates.*® Afrer
the atrocities of 9/11, the Bush administration immediately
increased the power of federal agencies right across the spectrum
and established a new Department of Homeland Security. As
Saul Landau asks: *“Why do Americans need yet another security
agency? There exists just on the federal level, the CIA, the DIA,
the NSA, the FBI, the INS, the AFT, the DEA, and God knows
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how many other police agencies, alongside the panoply of
defence and nuclear security agencies.”* So yesterday’s evil idea
of *big government’ now acquires truly Biblical proportions. The
Department of Homeland Security was followed by the Uniting
and Strengthening America by Providing Appropriate Tools
Required to Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism (USA-PATRIOT)
Act, passed by Congress with hardly any questions, which treats
every citizen like a suspected terrorist and gives unquestioned
power to every federal agent to use against anyone suspected of
commirtting any of the 3,000 federal crimes on the starutes. The
new anti-civil-liberties legislation led within a month to the
arrest and detention of over 1,200 people, few with the remortest
links to 9/11. In the long run, notes Bovard, Americans have
more to fear from their government than from the terrorists —
terrorists may be here today and gone tomorrow, but power-
hungry politicians will always be there. The more proponents of
empire recall freedom and democracy, the more individual lib-
erty and public safery will be compromised, the more carefully
Americans should count their remaining constirutional rights.
The sole beneficiary of the sacrifice of individual liberties is the
government which finds it easier to hide its mistakes and abuses;
the more lies the administration tells, the less chance the citizens
have of controlling it or making it accountable for its abuses.
Thus, a hegemonic empire would have a corrosive effect on
America itself. The United States can continue its military adven-
tures, writes Charles Maynes, only through a volunteer army
which fills its ranks not just with blacks and Latinos, but also
with less internationally-minded people. The US, Maynes sug-
gests, is rapidly developing into two societies: ‘not so much
black versus white but cosmopolitan versus national, or between
those who have directly, even extravagantly, reaped the benefits
in recent years from the new globalized economy and those who
have paid its price in terms of military service, endangered jobs,
and repressed wages.™' The beneficiaries, consisting of less than
a quarter of the population, are the jer set whose sons and
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daughters do not serve in the US military. The vast majority, who
pay the price of the empire, will be alienated, rapidly leading to
further fissures in American society.

Can the global narrative of empire actually sustain itself? Can
American foreign policy carry on, to use the words of Michael
Manmn, simply on the basis of threats, bombings and invasions —
‘threats are made almost daily, bombings seasonally, and an
invasion every two years'?* Can the US continue, as Benjamin
Barber asks, forever to ‘shock and awe” its enemies, even remove
the long-established taboo against the tactical use of nuclear
weapons, or even deploy ‘the mother of all bombs - the Massive
Ordnance Air Blast, (or MOAB), the Defense Department’s new
21,000-ton “conventional” bomb’?** Will the American Empire
dominate the globe for the rest of the 21st century? Or, as bil-
lionaire financier George Soros suggests, is American supremacy
nothing more than a *bubble’ waiting to burst?

We are living in abnormal times, suggests Soros; right in the
middle of a cycle of boom-and-bust, in fact. American power
looks formidable but is nothing more than a bubble, not unlike
the dot.com bubble. And just as was the case with the dot.com
boom, fantasy has totally subsumed any notion of reality. But
when the gap between reality and its whimsical interpreration
becomes totally unsustainable the bubble will burst — just as it
did in the case of infotech. The empire may be able to stabilise
the situation for a period - say in Iraq and Afghanistan. But we
have moved too far from equilibrium for America to return to
the sratus quo. It is the most hated power in history today; with
the exceprion of one or two “allies’, almost every country in the
world is against America. When the bubble bursts the repercus-
sion, for America and others, will be far and wide. Nothing
short of a total revision of the very idea of America, the reinter-
pretation of its mythology, and a new vision will save the day.*

In contrast, Emmanuel Todd, writer and researcher at the
French National Institute for Demographic Studies in Paris, sug-
gests that the American Empire is already in irreversible decline.
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American military power, Todd argues in After the Empire, can-
not be understood apart from America’s economic perform-
ance.¥ The US has been exporting soldiers for decades, and
importing manufactured goods and immigrants. It is dependent
on sweatshop labour, both within its borders and abroad, to sus-
tain its wealth. Take Wal-Marr, for example. America’s largest
retail chain store is totally dependent on the cheap labour of the
Peoples Republic of China, and contributes a significant chunk
to the GDP of the world’s fastest-growing economy. Even the
Wal-Mart Stars and Stripes flags that Americans wave at every
opportunity are made in China. America’s huge fiscal and bal-
ance of payment debr is crippling. The size of the opponents it
chooses is a true indicator of its real power: Afghanisran, a
medieval midger; Iraq, an underdeveloped country of 24 million
exhausted by over a decade of economic sanctions. In short,
America is living on borrowed time. It is not too dissimilar to the
last days of the Roman Empire. In contrast, Michael Mann
argues that Todd misses the point — the advocates of empire jus-
tify the ends through the means of really short and easy wars.
They want to fight wars that do not produce American body-
bags and that are preferably fought ar a disrance with over-
whelming force. They would not take on China even if they
wanted to, simply because of all the devastation that would fol-
low. The real problem for the empire is that even shorr and easy
wars are not delivering the goods that the champions of imperial-
ism desire. “The American Empire’, Mann suggests, will turn out
to be ‘a military giant, a back-sear economic driver, a polirical
schizophrenic and an ideological phantom. The result is a dis-
turbed, misshapen monster stumbling clumsily across the
world.”® Its downfall will come not from external threats but
from its own internal incoherence.

The empire is unsustainable, argues Charles Maynes, because
the world has changed; and the rules thar the imperial powers
themselves established to enhance imperialism are no longer
valid. In particular, Maynes suggests that:
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& War no longer pays for the grear powers. For most of his-
tory, wars have paid. The victor ended up with more land
and people. Over time, almost all of the latter accepred the
sway of the new occupier. That is how most of the grear
nations of the world were built, With the rise of modern
nationalism, however, it has become more and more difficult
to absorb conquered territories without ethnic cleansing.
Successful recent examples of seizing territory include the
Russian, Polish, and Czech border changes afrer World War
11, which involved brutal exchanges of populations. Unsuccess-
ful examples of seizing territory include those in which the
indigenous populations have remained, such as Israel’s occu-
pation of the West Bank, Indonesia’s occupation of East Timor,
and India’ incorporation of Kashmir. Moreover, although
ethnic cleansing does still take place today in a number of
locations worldwide, those carrying out such practices are
not the grear powers but countries still in the process of
nation-building along nineteenth-century lines. For most of
the grear states, in other words, war is not an option for
power or wealth seeking. War is reserved for defense.

# Instead of seeking international power and influence
through external expansion, most established powers now
seek both through internal development. Postwar Germany
and Japan have confirmed that these are more reliable paths
to greater international prominence than the ones pursued
since 1945 by Britain and France, both of which have relied
on military powers to hold their place in the international
system only to see it decline.

® The behavior of great srates in the international systems
that have lost traditional forms of power in recent decades
has been remarkably responsible. Postwar Germany and
Japan, as well as post-Cold War Russia, have all accepred
being shorn of territories with notably few repercussions. A
principal reason was the treatment of the first two by their
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rivals and the hope of the third that the rest of the world
would not exploir its weaknesses so as to exclude Russia
from the European system, but would instead rake aggressive
steps to incorporate it. In this regard, a policy of hegemony
sends exactly the wrong message, particularly if one of our
purposes is to prevent Russia from ever ‘reviving’ in a way

thar threatens us.¥

Whether the rules for building empires have changed, or
American global narrative is incoherent, or the empire is in ter-
minal decline, or American power is a bubble waiting to burst,
one thing is cerrain: if the American psyche were a single indi-
vidual its psychosis would require institrutional care and long-
term remedial therapy. Robert Lifton, Visiting Professor of Psy-
chiatry at Harvard Medical School, suggests that America is suf-
fering from a ‘Superpower Syndrome’; we would argue thar the
United States is afflicted by *Empire Psychosis’. Lifton defines
‘Superpower Syndrome’ as aggregate behaviour thar conveys
psychological and political abnormality that is profoundly
destructive both to the national body and to the world which
that body inhabirts. At the heart of the syndrome is a powerful
fear of vulnerability and victimisation. It is based on the notions
of apocalyptic violence (*a form of ultimate idealism, a quest for
spiritual utopia’) and a prophetic America which sees the world
in ontological terms of good and evil, where the empire is always
good and innocent.® While not torally disagreeing with this
diagnosis, we would argue that America’s malaise is not a recent
phenomenon - as Lifron seems to suggest. The idea that American
narrative is benevolent and universal has deep roots in American
history. America’s efforts to rule the world and to see its own his-
tory as the destiny of all humaniry are intrinsic to its mythology.
Its lethal righteousness, its claim thar its model of democracy is
the only model, and the linking of democracy to free markets are
all an integral part of its worldview. In other words, America has
turned its mythology into pathology.

America as global narrative is an intoxicaring vision. It draws
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into itself all the strands of American mythology and projects
them onto the world as a whole. It is a self-serving, self-justifying
vision that provides an explanation for any and all American
actions around the world. It allows successive administrations in
Washington, Republican or Democrat, to offer the American
people explanarions of policy and action defined only in terms
of high and good intent. The ideology of empire is the same ideo-
logy that made America. To question American empire is fund-
amentally to question the American self. The result is, quite simply,
that America is never ready for the intrusion of reality. The real-
ity of the operation of American empire exists not within the
comfort zone of the American Dream, bur as the global night-
mare of effects. To the American public, the work of empire is by
remote control, often covert, in large part operated by and
through surrogates, co-opted regimes and élites in country afrer
country around the world. The human rights abuses and brurtality
that such surrogates use to maintain and sustain themselves in
power is backed by the presence of American military bases, aid
and covert funding, but comes with deniability for Washington,
the deniability that maintains innocence. Empire by remote con-
trol offers the prospect of walking away, simply going home and
erasing the memory if events take the wrong turn. Bur as
Universal Soldier suggests, there can be no certainty that memory-
erasing injections are capable of permanently insulating inno-
cence from the nasty and brutal reality that empire means for
other people, any more than for Americans who are active agents
in its administration and operation. The costs and consequences
of empire can and do make their way to the American home-
land. The increasing polarisation of America, the red and the
blue political map, however, is not indicative of polarised atti-
tudes to empire. The global narrative belongs to both sides of
the internal debate; it has its roots in Republican and Democrat
thought, strategy and policies. Argument over details leaves the
global structures of empire intact. The two political parties offer
the American people different styles of operation of the doctrine
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of empire, not a debate abour the ideology of empire itself and
whether it serves the long-term interests of America or the rest of
the world. The success of the global narrative is thar it has cre-
ated the physical and psychic distance berween ideals and reality
that leaves the American political process no space to consider
the distincrion berween the American Dream and the Global
Nightmare.

The only way Luc Devereaux can stop Sergeant Scott is by
feeding him to the shredder. That is a cinematic metaphor. In the
real world of politics, the US has not been able to conceive of a
way of debating reform that does not look like shredding every-
thing thar defines America. So it remains trapped in an earlier
sequence of Universal Soldier. While on the road, Luc, the good
unisol, rediscovers the pleasures of food. He eats plate after plate
of food. Eventually, the diner’s owner asks whether he can
afford to pay for all he has consumed. Luc makes no answer; he
is too intent on relishing the delights ser before him. The burly
chef is called to add menace to the request for payment. Still Luc
makes no answer beyond the obvious statement: °I just want to
eat.” A fight ensues. The burly chef is despatched. Other clients
of the diner join in. Luc uses his undisputed military power to
continue to eat, fighting with chicken legin one hand and a piece
of his adversary in the other. Its all played for laughs. Bur the
analogy with America is no laughing marter, either for the
American people themselves or for the rest of the world. Like
Luc, America cannot contain its pathological hunger. And like
Luc, its military prowess is unquestionable, even in its good,
benign persona. But when the empire has had its fill, what will
remain for the rest of humanity?
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Conclusion: Beyond
Groundhog Day

£ Imost from the beginning’, says Neal Gabler, ‘something

was wrong with America’.! What was wrong, as we have
argued and tried to show, is the mythology that America created
to live by and that defines its self-image. This mythology has
proved as lethal for America as for the rest of the world. The
American Dream has become a Global Nightmare. The old
familiar stories evoking a past full of heroes and high purpose
are used to manipulate and justify how and why America acts in
the present. America’ fidelity to its mythic stories produces a
continuous time-loop, shaping conditioned reflexes: the pre-
dictability of automatic reaction to events. America repeats its
history over and over again, moving within a spiral of bloody
sagas, because whart it chooses to see, how it tries to undersrand
the world in all its shifting diversity, answers to the popularly
held simple stereotypes of myth-ridden thinking. When death
and destruction, suffering and injustice are unleashed on other
people as well as on their own citizens and society, America has
the wrong questions ready at hand, too many obstacles to the
sorts of inquiries that might be more relevant and conducive to
better solutions. The American condition resembles most closely
the dilemmas of Groundhog Day.

Groundhog Day is both a fable and a movie. As a myth,
Groundhog Day is as old as time itself. Its origins are buried in
pagan celebrations, Native American folklore and German trad-
ition. According to fable, if a groundhog comes our of its hole
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after a long spell of hibernation and sees its shadow, there will be
40 more days of winter. Of course, for the groundhog to see its
shadow, the sun must be shining and the spring-determining
rodent has to look in the right direction! In its modern American
reincarnation, the legend of Groundhog Day centres on the
small Pennsylvania town of Punxsutawney — meaning “the town
of the sandflies’- originally established by Delaware Indians in
1723. The Delawares believed that their forebears began life as
animals in “Mother Farth’, emerging centuries later as men; they
considered groundhogs their honourable ancestors. When German
settlers arrived in Pennsylvania they brought with them the trad-
ition of Candlemas Day, 2 February, the mid-point between
Winter Solstice and Spring Equinox. On this day, priests blessed
candles and distributed them to the laity; the lighted candles
were placed in each window of their homes. If the sun appeared
on Candlemas Day, German folklore suggested, an animal would
cast a shadow, predicting a six-week extension of winter. In their
ancestral homeland, the Germans scrutinised a badger for the
shadow. In Pennsylvania, the groundhog provided an appropri-
ate replacement. So Groundhog Day is now officially established
as 2 February; and the authorised groundhog is Punxsutawney
Phil.

This enchanting myth furnishes the movie Groundbog Day
(1993} with its framework. An obnoxious, self-obsessed weather-
man on a Pittsburgh TV sration, unsurprisingly called Phil, is
forced to make the annual trip to Punxsutawney for the media
event that is now Groundhog Day. This is his fourth trip to
observe the yearly appearance of the divining Punxsutawney
Phil, who will inform the nation if spring has finally arrived. Phil
covers the festival and intends to head back to Pirtsburgh, burt a
snowstorm forces him to sray in Punxsutawney. The following
day, Phil wakes to see no signs of snow. It’s the previous morn-
ing and Groundhog Day is beginning all over again. After a full
day’s work at the festival, Phil wakes up to exactly the same
morning: the alarm in his Bed and Breakfast room goes off at
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6.00 am, the radio plays ‘I Got You Babe’, an impending bliz-
zard is announced, he bumps into a hotel guest, asks for an
espresso in the breakfast room, meets his nerdy friend from
high-school days who tries to sell him insurance, and finds his
producer Rita and cameraman Larry preparing to film the festi-
val. Groundhog Day does not end; it repeats itself over and over
again in an endless cycle. Every day, Phil’s world is inhabited by
the same people butr only he knows that Groundhog Day is
repeating itself, and only he can remember what happened yester-
day. Afrer initial confusion, Phil begins to think he is immorrtal
and can get away with anything: he indulges himself freely and
even cheats death. But eventually the realisation dawns that to
escape the dilemma, he must change his behaviour. Phil begins to
thaw his moral winter with charitable deeds, learning to play the
pilano, and coming to terms with the limitations of his own life.
Finally a Groundhog Day dawns when Phil has been trans-
formed so much that even the long-suffering Rira, who stoically
endured his infantile and uncouth behaviour, begins to like him.

Like Phil, America too is trapped in Groundhog Day.
National history presented as change, energy and movement dis-
solves to disclose an underlying conformirty that is the definition
of an enduring American Way. We have pointed to ten laws of
American mythology that work rogether to generate this under-
lying consistency in action and reaction. Fach law, by virtue of
being a law, has mulriple layers of meaning and diverse applica-
bility. The laws are: fear is essential; escape is the reason for
being; ignorance is bliss; America is the idea of nation; demo-
cratisation of everything is the essence of America; American
democracy has the right to be imperial and express itself through
empire; cinema is the engine of empire; celebrity is the currency
of empire; war is a necessity; and, lastly, all of American trad-
ition and history are universal narratives applicable across all
time and space. Together these laws frame the ‘group think’, the
collective mindset of the nation. They are disseminated through
popular culture as well as framing the rhetoric and policy-
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formartion of political life. It is within the familiar terms of these
laws that America negotiates with events, reconfiguring their
myths only to keep them more firmly in place. Recurrence is the
watchword running through America’s history.

Clearly, our reading of American history and culture is at odds
with the official view. We are notr Alexis de Tocqueville. The
French liberal philosopher toured America in the 1830s, and in
1835 published the first volume of Demacracy in America,’ con-
taining a positive and optimistic view of the new Republic. He
commends the democratic spirit of equality, the importance of
religion in American life and the *matchless Constitution” that
gives the nation a decentralised government. Each of these prin-
ciples became central to de Tocqueville’s own thinking, and his
writings on America offer it as a model for all nations. We can
hardly think of a book on America that does not contain a ref-
erence or a quote or two from de Tocqueville. His works are
widely available on the internet, including numerous sites
devoted merely to quotations and student crib notes — a clear
indication that he is an essential topic of study for Americans.
The epithet that Americans find most conducive to their self-
image — ‘America is great because she is good, and if America
ever ceases to be good, she will cease to be great” - is frequently
cited, quoted by presidents and poliricians both Republican and
Democrat, and is attributed to the ubiquitous de Tocqueville. We
find it entirely consistent with our analysis that this statement
occurs nowhere in Democracy in America, nor anywhere else in
de Tocqueville’s writings. The apparent source of this *unveri-
fied” quoration turns out to be a 1941 book on religion and the
American Dream which quoted the passage as coming from
Demacracy in America but supplied no documentation.* A fuller
version of the quotation appeared eleven years later, in an
Eisenhower campaign speech:

1 soughr for the grearness and genius of America in her com-
modious harbors and her ample rivers — and it was not there
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. in her fertile fields and boundless forests and it was not
there ... in her rich mines and her vast world commerce — and
it was not there ... in her democratic Congress and her
matchless Constitution — and it was not there. Not until [
went into the churches of America and heard her pulpits
flame with righteousness did I understand the secrer of her
genius and power. America is great because she is good, and
if America ever ceases to be good, she will cease to be great.*

This was arttributed not directly to de Tocqueville but to ‘a wise
philosopher [who] came to this country”. Thus the passage found
its way into circulation and general attribution to de Tocqueville.
It was quoted by Ronald Reagan in a 1982 speech, and has been
used by Bill Clinton, Pat Buchanan and innumerable other
politicians. It is a great quote because it tells Americans what
they want to hear, what they want to believe about themselves.
It is a great quote because, like so much in American history, it
is a fabricated myth.

The *de Tocqueville factor’ is alive and well not only in the
recurrence of this quotation. Its spirit is to be found everywhere
in America — most specifically in notions that America is an
indispensable nation, the ideal democracy, the lone conscience of
the world. Consider, for example, a characteristic outburst of the
celebrity pundir of cable news Bill O’Reilly. In July 2004 he told
his andience: ‘The truth is that the USA has freed more human
beings in 230 years than the rest of the world combined.” It has,
he adds, “a provable history of freeing oppressed people all over
the world [and] in fighting evil dictators’. In a fir of truly
Yeatsian ‘passionate intensity’, O’Reilly continued:

The foreign and defense policies of Ronald Reagan resulted
in the dissolution of the Sovier Union and the freeing of
approximately 122 million people in Eastern Furope. The
state of Israel would cease to exist if not for American pro-
tection, and abourt 5.5 million Jews would be in grave danger.
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Nearly 23 million Taiwanese would be denied freedom if not
for American protection. More than 48 million South Koreans
would be living under a dictatorship if not for American
protection. USA action led to the removal of the Serbian
dictator Milosevic, who was responsible for the murders of
hundreds of thousands of people in the Balkans. The USA
and PBritain removed the Iraqi dictator Hussein, who was
responsible for the murders of hundreds of thousands of peo-
ple in the Middle East. And we have also removed the terror-
ist Taliban government in Afghanistan. America is sending
$15 billion to Africa to help victims of AIDS ... American
acrion in Central America, Grenada, and Hairi has kept mil-
lions of people out of totalitarian regimes. Of course, all of
this has cost every American taxpayer big. And thousands of
American service people have lost their lives protecting people

overseas.’

Indeed, America is great because it is good. The trouble with this
view of world events is that it denies agency to any other people,
confirming the view that America is the indispensable nation.
Eastern Europeans might legitimately consider that their actions
played a major role in securing them their new dispensations,
and even trace their origins more to Gorbachevs policy of
Clasnost and Perestroika and his announcement that Russian
tanks would no longer roll into East Furopean capitals, than
to Reagan’ policies. It takes a specifically American view of
freedom: a human condition defined only by not being under
the grip of a Communist regime. The fact that Central America,
Taiwan, South Korea, Grenada and Haiti have all known
capitalist dictatorships that pracrised perversions of democracy
accompanied by human rights abuses including widespread
torture, slaughter and ‘disappearances’ under the tutelage and
supervision of America, is not to be considered. Nor is the com-
plicity of American foreign policy in the coming to power of the
Taliban and Saddam Hussein to be taken into consideration.
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The ideal always excludes reality; notional freedom always
trumps the actual nature of governance and the lived condition.
The occasion for OReilly’s outburst was a recent, unnamed
opinion poll showing thar 40% of Canadian teenagers - rising
to 64% among French Canadians - ‘think America is an evil
country’. Canada and France are two particular topics of
(Reilly’s animus. The United States, he argued in this instance,
gets a relentless pounding in the Canadian media and from its
liberal government. According to (’Reilly, Canadian youth are
not getting the full picture - because Fox News is not permitted
in Canada, while its rival news network CNN is. Worse: the far
left in America, symbolised by Michael Moore, are telling every-
one what a bad place America is. “‘Canada’, he argued, *should
be ashamed that so many of its young people are flat out ignor-
ant’. °Ir is insulting and dishonest for Americans and Canadians
and Furopeans to condemn this country because they don™ like
certain policies. Dissent is good. Slander is unacceprable.”

What space, one wonders, is there for dissent, and what
would be acceprable dissent in the face of this venomous tirade
and the worldview it describes? It has never been easy to engage
Americans in a critical debate about America. It has never been
welcome to interrogate the ideas and mythology that form the
American psyche and find them flawed, wanting and full of
that most human of qualities: imperfection. But such critical
engagement is essential and urgent. The evidence is compelling
that America is marching across the mythical de Tocqueville
threshold. The American Dream has become a Global Night-
mare because the consequences of American power are having
a devastating effect on the actrual condition of people’s lives
around the world, as well as costing lives uncounted and
unconsidered in lands far removed from the United States.

Bill O’Reilly regularly informs his audience that his is the
most watched show on cable news, that he is looking out for the
interests of ordinary folks and operating a ‘no spin zone’ dealing
in plain facts, not political doublespeak. He is an eager advocate
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of the comservative position in the culture wars, a trenchant
denouncer of rap music, the liberal cabal of Hollywood, judges,
social workers and the American Civil Liberties Union. There-
fore, he appropriates to himself the power to define what con-
stitutes legitimate dissent, regularly shouring down and shutring
out comments that stray beyond his exacting and circumscribed
boundaries. Bill O’Reilly is not America, and to represent him as
the mainstream would be bizarre. Yer he is part of the prolifera-
tion, especially on talk radio, of the new aggressive conserv-
atism. There is an acrimonious argument under way about
media bias in America, whether its abundant airwaves are dom-
inated by propaganda of the right or the left. This has the effect
of paralysing critical inquiry of any kind. But the real issue has
less to do with political orientation than the fact that news and
talk is increasingly dominated by comment and opinion thar is
personal speculation masquerading as information. The demo-
cratic spirit of talk radio is that everyone is entitled to an opin-
ion, which of course they are. It just does not follow that every-
one knows what they are ralking about. The best indicator of
this democratisation is the obsessive fascination with celebrity
trials. A legal trial in a court of law is a search for fact to arrive
at informed, reasonable judgement. Across television and radio,
particular celebrity trials grab and hold public attention, provid-
ing hours of coverage before charges have been brought, before
trials have taken place, as well as during the acrual court pro-
ceedings. A panel of journalists, defence lawyers and former
prosecutors, as well as forensic experts and former policemen,
will gather to speculate wildly, with seeming authority, about
things they cannot possibly know, poring over every titbir of
information, misinformation and spurious detail making the
rounds of television, radio and print. The object of the exercise
is to encourage everyone to form a fixed opinion. The resulrt is
that a fair trial, in the sense of one decided by impartial jury
untainted by exposure to the case, becomes virtually impossible.
From O.]. Simpson to the Scott Peterson trial, the right of the
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audience to hold an opinion does not democratise the judicial
system — It undermines its very purpose.

Americans are a people who exist by dramarising themselves,
and the greatest engine of drama is sensation. The celebrity trials
of today and the sideshows they occasion on television, radio
and in the press are not new. They are part of the recurrence of
American life. The expansion of media outlets merely emphas-
ises a tendency that has always been present. Sensationalism is
what works and what sells in the mass. It is the cliff-hanger, the
energy that drives narrative form and overrides and obscures
reasoning about what is happening and why. Sensation is fun,
breathless enterrainment, stirring the emotion rather than stimu-
lating questions. Semsation connects with the audience ar a
visceral level, confirming, reassuring, frightening, terrifying. It
provides a vivid portrayal of the sense of self, the “this is who we

LR

are and how we came to be “we the people™. It is vindication
without reflection, and it comes with the elegant ger-out clause
for avoiding responsibility or awkward questions: it’s only enter-
tainment! But in the cause of entertainment, the entire culture of
discussion and debate becomes oblivious to the quality of infor-
mation in circulation. Or as Neal Gabler neatly points our: ‘In
fact, it was entertainment, and not, as Marx declared, religion,
that was the real opiate of the masses.”®

Religion in America, however, is a potent force. Since the
Great Awakening of the early part of the 19th century that democ-
ratised Christianity and Christianised America, religion has had
its own connotations of entertainment. The characteristic con-
ventions of evangelical preaching, the sensational response of
the congregation and the emortive stirring of popular hymnody,
have been entertainment and have become big business. There
are two aspects of evangelical thought that are reshaping the
American landscape more profoundly than religious theme
parks and crysral cathedrals. One is the trend to literalism.
Biblical literalism based on the inerrancy of the King James Bible
underpins the rise of the Creationist movement, a powerful force
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in American life. Creationism is the belief in the literal meaning
of the six days of divine creation as stated in the Book of
Genesis. It stands in stark opposition to scientific Darwinism in
all its various forms, based on the concept of evolution.
Creationism has become an increasingly sophisticated organisa-
tion. But its most notable effects have been to limir debate both
within circles of the religious and within science. Literalism has
raised the translators of the King James Bible to the status of the
only authoritative interpreters of the Word of God, while limit-
ing the understandings that can be placed on the actual words
they used in authoring their translation of Biblical texts. “Six
days” must mean six days in the conventional sense of six 24-hour
periods of time. Any scientific speculation abour evolution over
vast periods of time, in the Creationist view, is inherently god-
less, de-divinising the world. Bur interestingly, the Creationist
abhorrence of scientific Darwinism has no problem with the
much older tradition commonly known as social Darwinism. The
idea that human social organisation has evolved through various
stages is very old and familiar, and sits comfortably within a
Biblical framework. Mankind has fallen or risen; theoretically
this process is guided by Divine Providence, but the judgements
on who are lesser peoples, and why, are made by human beings.
And the whole structure of social Darwinism came to centre
entirely on the biological concept of race: there were superior or
inferior races, which of course is a biological principle.
Scientists have risen up to combat the spread of Creationism.
In the process, the biological theory of Darwinism - the princi-
ple of evolution with modification — has become a canomical
belief system, a scientific religion that is beyond question. Its
most ardent supporters insist that science leaves no place for a
divine Creator because evolution is an explanation of every-
thing. However, the vast majority of Christians and many scient-
ists have been able to reconcile the concept of evolution with
belief in an omnipotent creator God. The publication of Darwin’s
On the Origin of Species m 1859 was not, for the silenced

246



CONCLUSION: BEYOND GROUNDHOG DAY

majority, a declaration of war between religion and science, but
a challenge to understanding. And the challenge continues.
Many Christians, scientists and lay people alike, have crirical
questions about how the theory of evolution is employed as the
basis for general explanations of the world and various aspects
of social life. The trouble is that Darwinian orthodoxy within
science is rigorously policed because of the existence of Creation-
ism. It makes for a fundamentalist temper within science, and
inhibits posing reasonable questions lest people be suspected of
being closer Creationists or the thin end of a Creationist wedge.
In the process, all those in the middle ground who would prefer
to inquire and reason are marginalised.

The second effect of the evangelical temper in American life
is the tendency to deify. America began with a sense of religious
mission, but that is quite different from asserting that the nation,
its Constitution, system of laws and all their works are provi-
dential, inspired works of the spirit in the mould of the Biblical
Israel itself. Raising the meaning and significance of human
agency to inspired works of God is an extension of Biblical liter-
alism. It is a move beyond the general tendency in American his-
tory and thought to invest the nation, its history and symbols
with an aura of sancrity, to regard them as aspects of a diffuse
civic religion. But the moves to insist on public display of the
monuments to the Ten Commandments, the sound and fury over
the phrase ‘under God’ in the pledge of allegiance, imply some-
thing far more than opposition to radical secularism. The best
model we can offer, for the parallels are too clear to be avoided,
is the rise of fundamentalism in the Muslim world. In both cases,
there is a desire to ground society and thought on literal cer-
tainty derived from religion. In both, it is human historical inter-
pretation of religion that is raised up. The opinion of dead good
men becomes more important than continued personal wrestling
and reasoning with religious text. Meanings and their social
implication and actrion are fixed. The purpose is to stem anxiety
caused by rapid social change, social diversity and the new
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forms of behaviour they generate. In both cases, this search for
certainty is offered as a return to a pure and perfect original pat-
tern in action, thought and belief, and in both cases it authors
something quite new, a genuine postmodern dispensation.
Fundamentalists in America, as in the Muslim world, are most
fixated on adherence to a code of personal morality. But in
neither sphere do they stop there. To secure their moralist world-
view, in both arenas a militant, politicised temper is the narural
and logical outgrowth of the search for simple religious cerrain-
ties. The world becomes a tapestry of good and evil locked in
battle; no aspect of life is beyond this conviction.” But when this
fundamentalist temper is politicised, it becomes panic politics
that operates as a pincer movement on the vast majority. Debate
becomes more and more constrained; to raise questions too
easily can be decried as lacking commitment to essential endur-
ing values. In America, the language of values is everywhere in
polirical debate. But the meaning and pracrical application and
implications of values ceases to be a serious subject of debate.
Values are invoked, not interrogated. It is not only the moderate
majority that is silenced; the very notion that there might be
alternatives, new ideas, new understandings of American society
and the world at large, is cowed into silence, marginalised and
removed from the polirical agenda of informed debate.

In the ‘war on terror’ this milirant, politicised religious
temper in America finds the perfect adversary. Two facrions that
intuitively understand each other are ready to engage in apoca-
lyptic battle. It is less clear that the rest of American society, the
Muslim world or the world in general can intervene to question
the policies and change the course of events to moderate a slide
into increasing danger and insecurity for everyone, everywhere.

The state of American debate is a matter of urgent global
concern. America has declared an open-ended, ongoing “war on
terror’. Terror is a tactic, not a specific nation, people or politi-
cal organisation. As a tactic it transcends borders, is resorted to
under different condirions with different objectives by a diversity
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of groups; it exists and operates in many places around the
world. A war on terror therefore places no limits on where it
may lead. This ‘war on terror’ has been used to legitimate a new
doctrine of international policy, the right of pre-emprive atrack
defined as self-defence. Under this banner, America launched an
illegal war based on false intelligence that has cost tens of thous-
ands of lives and devasrated the lives of millions more in Irag.
The afrermath of war has seen international terrorists find bases
in Irag, where none existed before. And Iraq has become a
recruiting agent for disaffected would-be terrorists, giving the
whole structure and organisation of international terrorism a
new lease of life, making it more widespread and harder to eradi-
cate. Irag has been a demonstration of the limits of American
power and capabilities, and this is a proper concern for every cit-
izen of the globe. What Americans know, how America operates
its system of governance, what Americans permit to be done in
their name, are vital issues for the safery and well-being of
people everywhere. Whether the world can join the American
debate is the next big question of the human future.

The operation of the ten laws of American mythology works
to construct a national psyche and self-image that precludes a
serious analysis of power. America is satisfied with its dominant
power in the world because it is satisfied with 1self. The idea that
power can be as corrosive for America as the use of American
power is for the rest of the world is unthoughr. Average
Americans have no realistic appreciation of how powerful their
nation is, and therefore no sense of how it distorts and controls
all relations, situations, actions and circumstances around the
world. The greatest accumulation of power the world has ever
seen is encouraged to vaunt its muscularity and at the same time
fear its weakness and fragility — and both responses are abuse of
power, not responsible routes to safety and sustainable contin-
uation, let alone peaceful cohabiration with the rest of humaniry.

The war on terror is the ultimate Groundhog Day. By recon-
figuring the Cold War motif of an ideological conflict on a
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global scale with its echoes and footprints everywhere, including
within America, it is a far older nightmare thart is being rekind-
led. It has been devised by ardent Cold Warriors anxious for the
simple dichotomy of good and evil that made all calcularions
simplistic, straightforward and enriching for the vested interests
they represent so ably. And this new war, the war on terror, has
immense advantages over its predecessor. The war is virtual:
ever-present everywhere and nowhere, it exists only in the defini-
tion, for it is not a war against specific tangible nations but
against those who oppose it. In fact, it is the most basic recur-
rence of the civilised/savage dichotomy, with as much lack of
interest as the old one had in the Good Indian’s fate. Already
thousands of innocent non-combatants, ordinary citizens of
Afghanistan and Irag, have died, been maimed, seen their liveli-
hoods and possessions destroyed. Their numbers are not counted,
nor are they remembered or given any memorial in American
polirical debate. American security, the right to life of Americans,
is the monotone of polirical discussion. Are these lost lives less
precious, less irreplaceable? To people around the globe, the
silence on this issue suggests a callous disregard for the lives of
non-Americans, and does nothing to make Americans safer.
The prevailing climate of anxiety, panic and fear being
whipped up in the US has stopped Americans from considering
the savagery of their civilisation, the brutalising, terrorising
power at the command and disposal of those who deem them-
selves good because of how effortlessly they can destroy without
acknowledging, counting or caring abour the collaterals — the Good
Indians mown down in the crossfire. The mastery of the tech-
nology of surveillance and destrucrion is the basis of America’s
overwhelming power. It seems never to occur to Americans how
intimidating this accumulation of power appears to other people.
But most of all, it has not initiated any questioning of the limits
of what can be known and achieved by such means. When the
idea that war is a necessity has become ingrained, then the
counter-thought that war may be incapable of bringing peace, of
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building the conditions for peace, or is the most inappropriate
means of counteracting and defearing an enemy, is pushed off
the agenda of debate. America is cerrain that enemies abound;
that is why it has developed a military-industrial complex to
deter, contain, intimidate and eradicate real and potential oppo-
nents. Butr whar the war in Iraq has demonstrated most clearly is
how incomplete, limited and fallible this worldview is. The vari-
ous nvestigations and nquiries mnto how America went 1o war
and how it got things so wrong should raise questions abour far
more than the limitations and failings of intelligence agencies.
What should be brought into question are systemic failings of
American self-perceptions and worldview.

There is much food for thought in the evidence given to the
Senate Armed Services Committee by Dr David Kay, the former
head of the Irag Survey Group, the body charged with tracking
down the weapons of mass destruction that were the source of
imminent threat and casus belli of the Iraq war. Dr Kay pre-
sented a lucid, humane and important analysis into the serial
failures of American intelligence. He pointed out that in the
Second World War it was generally believed that mass aerial
bombing of Germany was destroying the will to fight, as well as
removing its production capacity: “As it turned out, afterwards,
the German will to fight increased under the bombing and the
war production went up till the last two months of the war; it
was still increasing.” In the case of Viernam, Dr Kay briefly intim-
ated thar similar estimates of societal determination and econ-
omy turned out to be wrong. For nearly 50 years America ralked
up the threar of the Soviet Union. But Dr Kay observed: “After
the fall of the Soviet Union, what had looked like a 10-foot
power turned out to be an economy that barely existed and a
society that had horrible levels of human health problems, of
lack of education and all, leading to the current situation.™ Just
as in the case of Irag, what was seen as a potent, hostile power
was in fact a deeply corrupr and corroded sociery on the road to
toral disintegration.
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These are tales of major failings, not just of American intelli-
gence but of Americas ability to understand the rest of the
world. None of these assessments, which were the foundation of
American foreign and defence policy, went unquestioned.
America has a notorious history of misidentifying the signifi-
cance and meaning of movements around the world, of commit-
ting its military and intelligence resources as well as its dip-
lomatic and economic power to confront straw men. Nationalist
movements, movements for social justice throughoutr the
Americas and around the world were defined as Communist,
proto-Communist, or fellow travellers to be opposed and eradi-
cated. In the process, countless people have died, been denied
their liberty and prosperity, been tortured and maimed. There
have always been dissenting voices within America, as there
were around the world, arguing thar these were faulty judge-
ments that generated injustice and insecurity rather than made
either America or the world a safer and berter place. The ques-
tion is not why intelligence agencies failed, but why the entire
systemic climate of information and debate failed to take
account of, and take seriously, such alternative readings of the
world. In his evidence to the Senate Committee, Dr Kay con-
cluded that the failing lay in having under-funded and under-
developed ‘our human intelligence capability’, the capacity for
‘understanding the other”. This is the essence of America’s prob-
lem with itself and with all others.

We have argued that the ten laws of American mythology
help to explain the predicament that now faces America and
the whole world. Paradoxically, the American Dream makes
America a stranger to much of its own self and history, just as it
renders it incapable of distinguishing reality from phantasms in
the wider world. The entire framework of mythology builds a
conviction of American exceptionalism, a certainty that America
is not just good but also right, and therefore different and in
ineffable ways better than other peoples and nations. It is not
anti-American to suggest that this hubris and arrogance is a dan-
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ger to American lives as much as the lives of people everywhere.
America is not the first empire the world has seen. Imperialism is
not an incurable disease, but it is a disfiguring one. It disfigures
the humane instincts that are necessary to construct a peaceful
and sustainable interconnected world with justice and fairness
for all. If America is to be liberated from its distorting vision of
itself and of others, it has to recover the ability to reason with its
fallibility. To argue that America is imperfect is not to be anti-
America bur rather to uphold the self-evident proposition that
Americans are human, and to invite them to see their dilemmas
and concerns mirrored in the debates and problems of the rest of
the world. We can do no better than commend to Americans the
advice of James Madison, one of the architects of the Con-
stitution and the fourth president, 1809-17:

Artention to the judgement of other nations is important to
every government, for two reasons — the one is thar, inde-
pendently of the merits of a particular plan or measure, it is
desirable on various accounts that it should appear to other
nations as the offspring of a wise and honourable policy; the
second that, in doubtful cases, particularly where the narional
councils may be warped by some strong passion or moment-
ary interest, the presumed or known opinion of the imparrial
world may be the best guide that can be followed.’

To pay due ‘attention to the judgement of other nations’,
America must take two steps. American mythology places
America above humanity and above history. So, in the first
instance, America must rejoin the human community. The
notions that America is an indispensable nation, the ideal
democracy, the lone conscience of the world, have to be seri-
ously examined. It is not simply a question of sesing that
American democracy is deeply flawed, that American conscience
routinely attributes evil to others while overlooking its own
hubris, but also of seeing the founders of American mythology
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as genuinely human. One cannot simply remember, for example,
George Washington as a worthy and inspiring chap without
remembering that he was also a slave owner who considered the
Native Americans to be savages at par with wolves. Mythology
loses its value as incentive and inspiration when it paints history
in terms of perfect men who built a noble, blameless nation. The
narrative of courageous men must be balanced with American
history’s record of brutality and genocide, on the home contin-
ent as well as abroad. Deconstructing the elements of American
mythology does not, of course, mean that Americans should not
be patriots. All nations value patriotism. Burt patriotism does not
mean loyalty to a myth, let alone a particular interpretation of
that myth. For Americans, patriotism has come to mean that
‘nothing thar is susceptible to accusations of meanness, wrong-
doing, and evil’ can be laid at the door of America. As the Indian
historian Vinay Lal notes, American ‘patriotism engenders a
more politically satisfying idea of transcendence: thus, the evil
perpetuated in the name of the American nation-state can ulri-
mately be overlooked on the assumption that [it does] not viol-
ate the core idea of America as the repository of social and cul-
tural goods. Whatever America may do, however much its action
may shock the world into resignation, despair, and birterness, the
idea of America cannot be irrevocably tarnished.”'® It is this
notion of patriotism that makes Americans blind to the existing
structures of government, administration, law and comnstitu-
tional arrangements. But institutions created in history cannot
last for ever; nothing that is a product of fallible human beings
is designed to last for all times and all places. Genuine democ-
racy requires citizens of any state to reject those institutions that
are inherently unjust and do not serve their interests.

Genuine democracy also needs an informed citizenry able to
engage seriously with polirics. In American society, where dis-
sent is dubbed unpatriotic and relegated to the margins, it is
becoming increasingly difficult to be serious abour anything -
polirics, arts, literature — which is not in total conformity with
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the dicrates of American mythology. When life itself is a movie,
anything outside the purview of film and celebrity is almost
invisible. Cinema and celebrity, as we argued in Chapter Four,
serve as engine and common currency of empire, as well as re-
inforce, regurgitate, reiterate and constantly re-establish the
American Dream, as we have tried to show throughout this
book. Indeed, the propensity of Hollywood to rewrite history in
the framework of American mythology has gone from being
simply ridiculous to absurdly sublime. The old John Wayne ver-
sion of The Alamo was released in 1960 when the United States
was preparing to bomb Vietnam mmto the Stone Age. The new
version is released when the US is busy bringing ‘freedom and
democracy” to Iraq. The story surrounding the 1836 siege of
the Texan fort by the 7,000-strong Mexican army is one of the
central fables of American mythology. But neither the official
version nor the film tells us that the Americans who died at The
Alamo were defending the right of white sertlers to steal
Mexican land, and resisting the Mexican government’s prohibi-
tion of human slavery. Hollywood has totally rewritten the his-
tory of the Second World War: Americans led The Great Escape,
captured the Enigma code machine in U571, and in Pear! Harbor
thwarted the Lufrwaffe in the summer of 1940. So it is hardly
surprising that in The Fetwv, Billy Fiske, the American hero of the
“finest hour’, who won an Olympic Gold medal for America and
died without shooting down a single plane, wins the Battle of
Britain single-handedly. Meanwhile, centuries ago an American
samurai conquered Japan in The Last Samurai; a horseman
from the Wild West rode his American mustang to victory in a
3,000-mile Arabian desert race in Hidalgo; and in a time before
history, Sinbad, an all-American anti-hero, travels the oceans in
Sinbad: The Legends of the Seven Seas. Such blatant distorrions
of history and appropriation of other peoples culture may be
presented as enterrainment, but they are an epic form of myth-
making. What they acrually represent is self-glorification as
psychosis.
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But this psychosis, with its unquestioning allegiance to the
American Dream that has turned into both local and global
nightmare, does not augur well for American democracy. ‘It is
clear’, says the novelist ].G. Ballard, that in todays America,
‘there are no suppressed dreams, no forbidden nightmares.
Every American fear and paranoid anxiety is out in the open,
from the ranting of ultra-right shockjocks to The Day After
Tomorrow.” These are a ‘thinly veiled glimpse of the self-
destructive urges lurking alongside the hamburger and comic-
book culture we all admire. As the nation infantilises itself, the
point is finally reached where the abandoned infant has nothing
to do except break up its cot.’"' The infantile mythology of
America also promotes a conformist outlook - indeed, despite
all the pretensions to individualism and freedom, the US is one
of the most conformist countries in the world. “The neat narra-
tive formulas in which most entertainment is packaged’, Neal
Gabler tells us, deny “personal taste or sensitivity or intelligence
- anything that might pry the individual away from the undif-
ferentiated lump and thus narrow the appeal of a movie or book
or TV show’.'* Most foreigners find this ‘undifferentiated” con-
formity of America frighteningly dumbfounding. In this con-
formist modern America, Gabler goes on to say, celebrities are
not only ‘the protagonists of our news, the subjects of our daily
discourse and the repositories of our values, but they have also
embedded themselves so deeply in our consciousness that many
individuals profess feeling closer to, and more passionate abour,
them than about their own primary relationships’.’® Enterrain-
ment has thus ceased to be escapist: escape itself has become the
reason for being human 2 la America.

Witness how the enterrainment media have acculturared the
mass audience to the motifs of the national security state and the
military-industrial complex. Films and television vaunt American
military might without questioning how that power is used.
Special Forces, FBI agents, CIA spies and other covert operators
for the government are stock characters of the movies and TV.
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The professionalisation of the military, a move that America
made only after 1973 in response to the unpopularity of
Vietnam, has been domesticated as a security blanket for the
American populace. This professionalisation has become a
cliche. It began with John Wayne in Sands of lwo jima — Wayne
the heartless, ruthless sergeant drilling his men into a fighting
force. It 1s Clint Eastwood in Heartbreak Ridge and innumerable
other incarnations. It is the subtext of A Fetr Good Men and so
many lesser cinematic scripts. The moral is the creation of
superb killing machines who do only what they are told and
never question the orders they are given. But whart it exemplifies
is not a concern for the American public. Just following orders
was, after all, exactly the psychosis that the Nuremburg Trials
were convened to excoriate and condemn. But hard, trained,
unquestioning men doing what a man’s gor to do to keep the
folks safe is not only a celluloid motif — it is the cornerstone of
imperial America, the cinematic nightmare that is unleashed on
real people in Afghanistan, Irag and elsewhere. That other regu-
lar plot device of Hollywood, the development of the national
security state and the military-industrial complex, schools the
masses on a very specific lesson. It is the miasma of power that
teaches the audience that the citizen cannot bring change, that
the good small guy - the guy who has resisted the hypnosis of
movies, celebrities, television, videogames, and infotainment
masquerading as news, and has broken our of Groundhag Day
- is just that: small and ineffecrual. The good person may be
small; but he or she is never ineffecrual. It is within the means of
the aware and enlightened “Citizens of the Empire’, as Robert
Jensen suggests, to change and humanise America.

Traditions constantly adapt to change; indeed, they continue
as traditions by reinventing themselves. Americans too need to
reinvent their mythology in a broader framework of humaniry.
American lifestyle, notes Vinay Lal, with its ‘characterisation of
the competitions fought in its own sporting leagues as “World
Series”, the abundance of food, water, and natural resources
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that is taken for granted, the view that access to unlimited oil is
a constitutional right, the gargantuan portions served in restau-
rants, the penchant for the big in nearly every aspect of life — all
this and much more point to a country that cannot be assimi-
lated into known culrural and political histories of human soci-
eties”.'* In other words, Americans have to join the human race.
Or, as Jensen puts it, Americans have to ‘put our faith in each
other to stop living on top of the world and start living as part
of the world”."”

The world irself needs to be rescued from American hege-
mony. War, markets, enterrainment, the basic ingredients of
American imperialism, are relentlessly imposed on the rest of the
world on the arrogant assumption that whar is good for
America is good for the whole of humanity. This is, of course,
another way of saying that American tradition and history are
universal narratives applicable across all time and space — what
we have called Law 10 of American mythology. It is all done in
the name of freedom and democracy. But the more loudly
America praises ‘freedom and democracy’, the more it violates
the basic freedom and democratic aspirations of developing
countries. For America, ‘freedom’ is simply a word invoked to
justify its imperial ambition and sanctify itself and its myth-
ology. “The most dangerous forms of tyranny’, writes Benjamin
Barber,

are those that are advanced under the banner of freedom.
Hence Pope John Paul II’s trenchant warning that “the human
race is facing forms of slavery which are new and more subtle
than those of the past, and for too many people, freedom
remains a word without meaning.” To take but one egregious
example, when freedom is associated with the privatisation
of goods as obviously public as the human genome, the
pope’s fears are vindicated. Freedom must mean something

more than corporate profir and consumer choice.'®
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For the vast majority of the inhabitants of the planer, freedom
does not equal “free trade’ — a euphemism for corporate plunder-
ing. There are, American myths notwithstanding, other ways of
being free. And one way to be free is 1o be free from American
cultural domination. No one outside America really buys the
idea that marker forces should be the sole determinant of cul-
tural patterns. Almost all cultures see themselves as unique and
worth preserving, and would fight to defend their culrural heri-
tage from the onslaught of free markets — and Americans would
do just the same. Would American officials, asks Barber, “cling so
ardently to their own position regarding international free trade
in culrural goods if it turned our that market forces were in fact
overwhelming the United States with, say, the culture of the
Middle East or Latin America’?'” Notice, Barber points out, how
Americans become disturbed when Latinos insist on speaking
Spanish and express a strong desire to hold on to their own cul-
tural heritage. Where do marker forces go in this case? Or in
the case of the ‘English only’ movement or the race to install V-
chips in home television sets to control what minors may view?
The point is that there is nothing special abour Americans. Other
human beings have the same concerns and aspirations as
Americans. And just as Americans do not want to be dominated
by others, so other peoples and culrures do not want to be dom-
inated by Americans. American historic experiences and culture
are a provincial phenomenon; they are not universal narratives.
American mythology must be deconstructed with this realisation
so that it can be opened up to other possibilities. The notion that
an innocent and virtuous America must save itself from a frighten-
ing world, by isolating itself or imposing an awesome hegemony
on everyone, is dangerously obsolere.

The 21st-century world is an interdependent world. The real-
ities of interdependence are totally out of sync with American
mythology. These realities make their own demands - and global
peace is not possible without meeting these demands. These real-
ities insist that the suffering and deaths of others be seen to be as
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important as those of Americans; and be treated with equal con-
cern and respect. They state that the cultures and tradirions of
other people, including the Narive Americans and Latinos in
America, be valued and promoted as much as the dominanr cul-
ture of America and its history and traditions. They insist that
something be done abourt the plight of those denied food and
shelter, as well as their basic human dignity, by exploitative
American economic policies and corporate pillage. They assert
that attention be paid to the victims of unjust American policies
in the Middle East, particularly the Palestinians. They require
that urgent attention be focused on global issues such as climate
change and the HIV epidemics. They stipulate that global con-
cerns, from media monopolies to international crime syndicates,
be actively challenged. “America may be preponderant’, notes
Zbigniew PBrzezinski, former national security advisor to the
president, “but it is not omnipotent’. It cannot meet the demands
of an interdependent world unilaterally. Moreover, the rest of
the world cannot function as though it is there simply to provide
markets for America, to furnish the United States with its wealth
and maintain its over-indulgent, over-consumptive lifestyle. The
burdens of an interdependent world ‘cannot be shared without
shared decision-making. Only by shaping a comprehensive strat-
egy with its principal partners can America avoid becoming
mired, alone, in hegemonic quicksand.”'®

After joining the human community, America must descend
to join human history. The Founding Fathers of America were
much enamoured of classical civilisation - a mortif and rherorical
reference that looms large in American culture. So Americans
may like to compare their own destiny with thar of ancient
Rome. The Roman Republic became a military empire in which
the Senate, ensconced on Capirol Hill in Rome, became an irrele-
vant rubber stamp to the Emperor who controlled and manipu-
lated all power while maintaining the mystique of republican
forms and longingly dreaming of a return to the Republic and its
values. The populace meanwhile were contented with bread and
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circuses. America has now made the transition. Its military-
industrial complex is the essence of the economy, defence spend-
ing the great unquestioned catch-all through which preservation
of jobs and wealth is justified. National security has come to
mean in effect the security of the empire that America has estab-
lished, not by direct administration of foreign territory bur by
dominance of the global economy and the internal affairs of
other states through its string of military bases and control of
global institutions. America is an empire unlike any other
because its mode of imperialism has always been conceived and
operated by indirect means. An imperial president has accumu-
lated, without much scrutiny, powers and the operation of levers
of powers neither envisaged nor designed by the Constitution;
he now has at his disposal serried ranks of militarised institu-
tions from the Joint Chiefs of Staff, National Security Agency
and the Pentagon to the FBI, CIA, and the Department of
Homeland Security, which are, in facrt, parallel reality states. The
great irony, for it is no paradox, is that the war on terror was
declared by neo-conservatives who cling closely to the rheroric
of adherence to the literal meaning of the Constitution, to small
government and lower taxes. The mass of the population have
been diverted from these troubling developments by the rise of
mass entertainment and the culture of celebrity as the expression
of an affluent lifestyle. Rome moved slowly rowards dicratorship
—just as America is now moving towards an oligarchy of corpor-
ate interests and wealthy families. It was only a matter of time
before civil war erupted in Rome from conflicts between rich
and poor, patrician and plebeian forces. Analogies should not be
taken too far. America need not descend into internal strife, even
though US politics is totally polarised, reflecting and being fed
by a huge culrural rift berween individual lifestyles and moral
values, and extending from the airwaves to the altar and from
bookshelves to the bedroom. America — and Americans — can yet
redeem themselves.

When Phil first realises that he is trapped in Groundbog Day,
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he concludes that he has been absolved of all moral responsibil-
ities. “No tomorrow. That would mean there will be no conse-
quences. No hangovers. We could do whatever we wanted.” But
such behaviour, he soon realises, leads to depression and despair.
The beginning of the end comes when Phil resolves to change
himself. He greets the hotel guest he runs into every morning
with words of hope and promise. He takes the beggar he regu-
larly ignores for breakfast; and even tries to save his life by
giving him mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. Small acts of self-
reflection lead to big things. America needs to follow the example
of Phil and realise that it cannot continue to exist within the
spirals of its own grandiose, pathological self-perceprions. “The
greatest country that ever existed on the face of the earth’ must
join the human community to break out of the Groundbog Day
of its own history and mythology.
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Other political titles available from lIcon Books

Why Do People Hate
America?

Ziguddin Sardar and Menyl!
Wyn Davies

The economic power of US corporations
and the virus-like power of American
popular culture affect the lives and infect
the indigenous cultures of millions around
the world. The foreign policy of the US
government, backed by its military strength,
has unprecedented global influence now
that the USA is the world's only superpower - its first ‘hyperpower’.
America also exports its value systems, defining what it means to
be civilised, rational, developed and democratic - indeed, what it is
to be human. Meanwhile, the US itself is impervious to outside
influence, and if most Americans think of the rest of the world at
all, it is in terms of deeply ingrained cultural stereotypes.

This best-selling book explains exactly why America is so hated. It is
an important contribution to a debate which needs to be addressed
by people of all nations, cultures, religions and political persuasions.

‘Required reading’ fndependent

‘Contains valuable information and insights that we should know, over
here, for our own good, and the word's’ Noam Chomsky

‘Packed with tightly arqued points’ Timas Higher Education Supplement
‘Original and thought-provoking' New Statesman
Ziauddin Sardar is a writer, broadcaster and cultural critic. He is a regular

contributor to the Aew Stalesman, and is co-author of American Dieam,
Global Nighimate (Icon, 2004).

Merryl Wyn Davies is a writer and anthropologist. Her most recent books
are Darwin and Fundamentalism (2000) and American Dieam, Gigbal
Nightmatre (Icon, 2004).

UK £7.99 ISBN 1 84046 525 5



Fundamentalist World
The New Dark Age of Dogma

Stuart Sim

The collapse of the Argentinian economy,
the rise of the far right, 9/11, suicide
bombings in the Middle East, campaigns
against multiculturalism, anti-abortion
terrorism, the militia movement in
America, teaching creationism in schoals,
riots at Miss World: what ties these
seemingly unrelated phenomena together?

All are products of a fundamentalist mentality, determined to crush
all opposing ideas. Belief in these kinds of universal theories was,
until recently, assumed to be in decline. Stuart Sim argues that this
is far from true.

Fundamentalism is no fringe enthusiasm, but an increasingly
mainstream and powerful influence. Whether it's religious, political,
imperialist, nationalist or even market fundamentalism, believe it:
we live in an increasingly fundamentalist world.

‘Stuart Sim deserves the most rousing congratulations for having the
courage and skill to tackle the most pressing issue of our age. His book is
bold, original and immensely thought-provoking’ Francis Wheen

‘Highly successful in setting modern fundamentalism in its historic context’
financial Times

‘Sim's direct style makes this worthy and weighty thesis accessible to the
general reader’ The List

Accessible and compelling writing ... an allembracing take on the
phenomenon’ The Age

Stuart Sim is Professor of Critical Theory in the English Department at the
University of Sunderland. He is the author of Garrida and the End of
Histoiy, Lyotard and the Inhuman and frony and Ciisis: A Critical Histoy of
Fostmodern Culture, all published by Icon. His work has been translated
into nine languages, and he is a Fellow of the English Association.

UK £12.99 ISBN 1 84046532 8



Trust ... From Socrates

to Spin TRUST

FROM SOCRATES

- : TO SR
Kieron O'Hara

Who do we trust and why? Do

we trust the government to act
iesponsibly? Do we trust experts

to be accountable? Do we trust
corporations to work within the law?
Do we trust newspapers {and books) KIEROMN O'HARA
to tell the truth? Should we be less

trusting - or more?

A crisis in trust is currently gripping the West. Polls record an all-
time low in levels of trust in politicians, businessmen and scientists.
In this exhilarating ride through recent news events, literature,
philosaphy and history, Kieran O'Hara examines the vital questions
of how trust is built up and how it collapses.

From Aristotle to Nick Leeson, from Machiavelli to Naomi Klein,
from the Book of Job to Blairite newspeak and from Enron to
nanotechnology, Trust explores the impact of this crisis on our daily
lives, offering few easy answers but seeking out the questions we
should all be asking.

Absorbing ... a fascinating read' New Scientist
Very refreshing’ Guardian
A timely study of a crucial aspect of public life' Obsarver

‘O'Hara succeeds precisely because he casts such a bracingly jaundiced eye
over the issue of trust’ Independent

An effervescent discussion' Ffinancial Times

Kieron O’'Hara is a Senior Research Fellow at the University of
Scuthampton. He is involved in the Office of Science and Technology's
Cybertrust and Crime Prevention Programme, is the author of Plale and the
internet (Icon, 2001} and has contributed to many journals and magazines
including the New Siatesman.

UK £12.99 ISBN 1 84046 531 X



50 Facts that Should
Change the World
Jessica Williams

» |n Kenya, monthly bribery

[ e
payments add a third to the T::::cm TR

average household budget.

» The US spends $10 billion on parn-
ography every year. In 2001, the US
spent $10 billion on foreign aid.

arlnm sl + iy o e e v s

» Landmines kill or maim at least ane persan every hour.

From the inequalities and absurdities of the so-called developed
West to the vast scale of suffering wreaked by war, famine and
Aids in developing countries, this book paints a picture of shocking
contrasts. YOU need to know these facts.

Each fact from this eclectic range is followed by explanation and
lively analysis. Some facts will make you rethink things you thought
you knew. Some illustrate long-term, gradual changes in our society.
Others concern local issues that people face in their everyday lives.
All of the facts remind us that our world is deeply interconnected -
and that civilisation is a fragile concept.

A fearless and compelling work. You need to know what's in this book'
Monica Ali

A research handbook for the No Logo generation’ Guardian

‘Lucidly written, excellently researched, and with detailed referencing, the
world won't look so rosy when you've put it down' The Ecologist

‘A book to surprise, enrage and inform, it is a powerful antidote to apathy
which offers information on how to make a difference. A gem of a book’
Agenda

Jessica Williams is a journalist and television producer for the BBC, where
she has researched and produced interviews with such disparate figures as
the political philosopher Noam Chomsky, President Paul Kagame of
Rwanda, Sir David Attenborough, Northern Ireland First Minister David
Trimble, and the American academic Edward Said.

UK £9.99 ISBN 1 84046 547 &



Why Blame Israel?
The Facts Behind the Headlines

Neill Lochety

For a surprising number of people, Israel
has become a pariah state, a threat to
world - not just regional - peace and
security. Israel gets the blame for half a
century of Middle Eastern violence, for
inciting Islamic-based terrorism
throughout the world, and for stealing
land whose historical right of ownership
is at best contentious. This book
examines the true history of the conflict
and asks: should Israel shoulder this blame, or are the realities of
the conflict far more complex?

This is the first up-to-date, detailed account of the history of the
state of Israel, and the resulting Arab-Israeli conflict, from an
author who comes from outside the fray.

A superb book ... a useful antidote to grotesque distortion’ Mait on
Sunday

‘Incisive, informed, wellwritten. An unusually fair and accurate account
from someone who is neither Jew nor Arab’ Tom Gross, Wall Street Journal
Middle East commentator

A timely, erudite study that deserves to be read’ Good Book Guide

A necessary book. This scrupulous, wellwritten and eminently sane book
will go far to set things right." Bret Stephens, Editorin-chief, Jerusalem
Fost

Neill Lochery is currently Lecturer in Modern Israeli Politics and Director of
the Centre for Israeli Studies, University College London. He has written
numerous articles and books, as well as filing weekly pieces for UPI, The
Scotsman, the National Fost, the Chicago Sun-Times and the Jerusalem
Fost, among others.

UK £12.99 ISBN 1 84046 530 1















