IMPEACH THE CULTURE?

 Donald N. Levine

As a practicing martial artist, I know the worst thing to do in fighting an enemy is to create more enemies unnecessarily. So why did the US public heighten America's vulnerability by supporting an invasion of Iraq as an al Qaeda host when it was public knowledge that Saddam’s regime had opposed al Qaeda?

Perhaps part of the answer lies in the appeal of a political rhetoric that assumes that a leader's prime goal is to locate and destroy enemies.

To be sure, we have enemies, lethal ones, as we have seen this week in Yemen in an attack that killed Spanish tourists and many Yemeni.  Al Qaeda operatives lust to blow up American installations and were probably behind recent terrorist activity in Great Britain. Their presence in Somalia could make the Red Sea nightmarish.
But, as informed analysts agree, our invasion of Iraq made al Qaeda considerably stronger. We charged into Iraq like a herd of cowboys, lining up behind a leader who said in January 2000, well before his nomination: "When I was coming up, it was a dangerous world. . . It was us vs. them, and it was clear who them was. Today, we are not so sure who the they are, but we know they're there."

This sort of rhetoric appealed to a public, I think, whose usual devotion to the rule of law and political prudence was compromised by a fifty-year-old mindset informed by collusion between nervous elite males and pumped populist machos, mixed in a brew of McCarthyist aggressiveness, "hard-nosed" security experts, and a swelling military-industrial complex. This link between protest masculinity and Americans' postwar penchant for combat was grasped already in 1952 by Talcott Parsons in his classic paper on sources of bellicosity in American society.

Riding the notion that the US suffered from a missile deficiency, Kennedy brought to power a crew who equated manliness with combativeness. Johnson crudified the mix, inciting devastation in Vietnam. Republicans intercepted the ethos and ran with it. Agnew venomized whatever smacked of tenderness and intellectuality. This trend gained momentum under Reagan, and finally hoisted Newt Gingrich and company into an unfriendly takeover of the Republican Party. That, says whistle-blower John Dean, inspired a descent into corrupt conservatism, worse even than Watergate. 

If the script remains: "Find our enemies and go get 'em!," there will be no end to our macho madness, Bush or whoever. This script views rules, caution, and civility as hurdles. It reproduces conduct such as the souring of an effective Ethiopian ground incursion into Somalia by US bombing raids.  “The Americans Have Landed,” in this month’s Esquire, reports a CentCom source as saying that a plan to mow down anyone alive “could have solved all of East Africa in less than eight weeks,” but in reality, “Osama bin Laden himself couldn’t have written a better ending.” Although the Sudan Tribune endorsed Ethiopia’s swift and measured effort to back the internationally-recognized TFG regime, it described that bombing as a fiasco caused by America's "know-it-all belligerence." 

The combative pattern also draws energy from fuels more subtle than arrogance and testosterone. It is nourished by a worldview in which to be authentic and responsible means to pursue interests aggressively and in opposition to the interests of others–in short, to see others as adversaries. Although rugged individualism forms a distinctive part of the American national psyche, historically it has been tempered by a culture of civic sensibility.  The latter took shape through a century-long effort to foster civic associations–families, churches, revival meetings, schools, labor unions, newspapers, settlement houses, trade associations, women’s clubs, farmer cooperatives, charities, foundations, and independent government agencies–that subordinated an ethic of “every man for himself” to an ethic of compassion, solidarity, and commitment to a common good.  At the level of federal government these efforts coalesced in Theodore Roosevelt’s administration and found their climax in the New Deal, which championed the role of economists, mirabile dictu, as promoters of the public good.

Liberalism in the Shadow of Totalitarianism, David Ciepley’s brilliant new book, documents how the American consensus that government and civic institutions were crucial for reproducing social values became suspect following World War II.  The frightening specter of totalitarian regimes in Europe produced a reaction against federal power and initiated trends toward strongly individualist views of the good life. Friedrich Hayek's The Road to Serfdom was one highly influential benchmark. Theoretical offshoots in the field of political science, economics, and jurisprudence gained hegemony in the 1970s. Where economics had been understood as offering benign tools to help societies function better, the social values promoted by Institutional and Keynesian approaches to the field could not surmount the equation of social mechanisms with totalitarian states. 
That aggressive pattern appears vividly in the misguided ways that Asian martial arts have been appropriated in America. Traditional arts such as judo and tae kwon do have been transformed into combat sports and ego vehicles, despite the fact that as modern training programs these arts are practiced primarily to develop self-discipline and respect. Indeed, the art of aikido offers a Way to turn the force of spears into the energies of plowshares. To America's macho mind, which makes combat the touchstone of virtue, power trumps love every time.  It’s difficult for us to realize that love can generate the most potent kind of power.

The best place to challenge this fallacy of force is in our schools. Yet what do we find there? Bureaucrats who turn colleges into businesses geared to bottom lines, educators who turn curricula into self-serving specializations dished out in competitive formats. Discourse shrinks to combat, deliberation to debate. One side wins, the other loses. 

Who now dares to hold, with great teachers from Plato to John Dewey and Michael Oakeshott, that mutually respectful dialogue forms the heart of true learning, or that education, as Robert Redfield put it in 1955, is "conversation about the meaning of life, as each sees some part of it, on behalf of everyone." Surely not those convinced that the essential task of political inquiry is to find one's enemies and go forth to slay them.  
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