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“ If there is a theme with which I am particularly concerned, it is the contemporary failure of love. I don’t mean romantic love or 
sexual passion, but the love which is the specific and particular recognition of one human being by another—the response by eye and 
voice and touch of two solitudes. The democracy of universal vulnerability.”

So writes poet Isabella Gardner in the epigraph of A Kind o f Rapture, Robert Bergman’s book of portraits. The portraits on this page are 
among the Bergman works on exhibition in New York and Washington, D.C. Peter Gabel reviews this artist’s work on page 24.
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Robert Bergman by peter  gabel

The photographic portraits of Robert Bergman are breathtaking works of art that bring 
us face to face with other human beings.

Waking Up from Denial by jordi pigem
Let this economic crisis be what the Greeks called a happy crisis—one that heals a disease.

Justice in Jerusalem: No More Spinning Our Wheels by jo sh  healey
The poet disinvited from J Street’s conference describes the generational divide in the Jewish Left.

An American Peace Initiative:
(Is there a nice way ofsaying “an imposed solution”?) by g er sho n  baskin
A Two-State Solution. Whether Israel and Palestine like it or not.

Celebrity Culture and the Obama Brand by Christopher  hedges
They have it all. We want it all. How celebrity distracts us from substance.

Wanting Fully Without Attachment by miki kashtan
Desire does not cause suffering. Desire is life. The suffering arises from the way we treat our desires.

In My Flesh I See God: A Neurobiological Perspective on Being Human
by JOACHIM BAUER AND TSVI BLANCHARD
For years we were defined by the “Selfish Gene.” Now, take a look at the “Social Brain.”

Sunni-Shia Sectarianism and Competition 
for the Leadership of Global Islam
by DAVID PINAULT

Muslims are seeking global versions of Islam to replace the local 
versions from which globalization has uprooted them.

Cover: Design Action Collective 
Photos: AP Photo (top), AP PhotoTTony Dejak (bottom)

Facing Page: Robert Bergman, all Untitled, dated 
(clockwise from top left) 1990,1994,1994,1987 Image size approx 

24” x 16”. Inkjet prints, printed 2004. Courtesy of the 
National Gallery of Art, Washington.
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Rethinking Religion
CHRISTIANITY

4 8  Commonwealth Economics: Christian Socialism as Tradition and Problem
b y  G A R Y  D O R R I E N

Social Gospelers were dismissed for speaking an optimistic language 
of progress and social evolution—but they were more right than their opponents.

5 2  Married to Calvin: For Better or For Worse b y  t o n y  c a m p o l o

Calvinism stimulated capitalism, science, democracy, and environmentalism but also, 
it has to be admitted, anti-Semitism.

JUDAISM

5 6  A  Broken Frame: Sephardi Occlusion
and the Repairing of Jewish Dysfunction b y  d a v i d  s h a s h a

The open-minded religious humanism of Maimonides that informed the Sephardic outlook 
is needed today throughout Judaism.

6 0  A  Holy Curiosity: The Synergy o f Reason and Emotion b y  b r a d l e y  s h a v i t  a r t s o n

Spock, meet Samson: neither of you can function without the other.

Culture___________________
BOOKS

6 2 Student Power
Freedom’s Orator: M ario Savio  
and the Legacy o f  the 1960s 
by Robert Cohen
R e v i e w  b y  B E T T I N A  A P T H E K E R

63 The Mystery o f Forgiveness
Beyond Revenge: The Evolution  
o f  the Forgiveness Instinct 
by Michael McCullough
No E nem y to Conquer: Forgiveness 
in  an U nforgiving World 
by Michael Henderson 
R e v i e w  b y  R O G E R  S.  G O T T L I E B

6 4  Political Geography of the Imagination
War B ird  by David Gewanter 
R e v i e w  b y  S E A N  E N R I G H T

MUSIC

6 5 Quiet Ecstasy
The H idden One (H ane’elam): Jewish M ystical Songs 
by Richard Kaplan 
R e v i e w  b y  J O N A T H A N  S E I D E L

POETRY

8 0  Bird b y  A L A N  M I C H A E L  P A R K E R

ASK THE AUTHOR!
W e'll interview our authors for 
20 minutes, and then they'll take 
questions from YOU.

6 p.m. Pacific Time (9 p.m. Eastern) 
every Monday 
CalM-888-346-3950 for free!
Then enterthis code: 11978#

JanuaryTI: David Pinault 

January 18: Gary Dorrien 

January 25: Josh Healey 

February 1: Chris Hedges 

February 8: Harriet Fraad 

February 15: Roger S. Gottlieb

See full schedule and listen to previous calls at
w w w .tikkun.org
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Readers Respond
A NOTE ON LETTERS TO THE EDITOR:
We welcome your responses to our articles. Send your letters to the editor to Letters@Tikkun.org. 
Please remember, however, not to attribute to Tikkun views other than those expressed in our edito­
rials. We email, post, and prin t m any articles with which we have strong disagreements, because 
that is what makes Tikkun a locationfor a true diversity o f  ideas. Tikkun reserves the right to edit 
your letters to f i t  available space in the magazine.

THE LONG PATH OUT OF DENIAL
AS T H E  SO N  O F  A  P A L E S T IN IA N  

farmer and landowner, never absentee, 
for generations growing the famous 
Jaffa oranges and forced, with a 
young family in tow, out of Jaffa in 
May 1948,1 felt I had to write to Kim 
Chernin to say thank you for your 
lucid, self-questioning stance toward 
the relationship between the Jews 
and the Jews’ Jews (in Tikkun, 
November/December 2009). The title 
of your book (Everywhere a Guest, 
Nowhere a t Home) echoes Edward 
Said’s (a family friend since the days 
of Beirut) Out o f  Place and indeed my 
own experience of being everywhere 
a guest, nowhere at home, though I 
have found this to be liberating 
rather than a burden.... We love our 
parents, we love our children, we 
have a sense of humor. We read, talk, 
discuss, question, and struggle with 
alien concepts and ideas, and only 
the mutual reciprocity of that 
acknowledgement will extract us out 
of the mire that is the Middle East. I 
do not for a moment imagine that the 
process has been an easy one for you, 
as I have struggled all my life with the 
“What would I do if I were an 
Israeli?” thought. Growing up in 
Beirut, I have had a firsthand experi­
ence of receiving the blunt end of the 
might of the Israeli army, yet this has 
never stopped my questing for the

“humanity” of my enemy. Hard task 
indeed, when you are a Red Cross 
worker in the fresh carnage that was 
Sabra and Shatila, September 1982.

I hope that your book will slowly 
help remove the blinkers off the don­
keys in both our societies, and only 
then will there be a tiny glimmer of 
hope for a future worthy of that 
name. Again, thank you.

Ra ja  Be ir o u t i 
Oxford, U.K.

I  W A N T TO T H A N K  T lK K U N  FO R

publishing the excerpt from 
Chernin’s book Everywhere a Guest, 
Nowhere a t Home. What sets this 
piece apart from other personal 
reckonings with the Jewish/ 
Palestinian question that I’ve read 
is the depth of the author’s honesty 
and the way she painstakingly 
tracks the slow and arduous process 
of learning to listen to a narrative 
that flatly contradicts her own, of 
taking in a point of view that is 
inimical to her own identity. The 
story Chernin tells of how listening 
eventually wins out over “loyalty to 
my own side” is instructive to anyone 
engaged in a political, ethnic, or even 
personal struggle in which “the 
other” has ceased to exist as fully 
human.

L ise  W e il

M ontreal, Canada

REPARATIONS, NOT GENEROSITY
I  E N T H U S IA S T IC A L L Y  A G R E E  W IT H

almost all of Rabbi Lerner’s recent 
article, “Just Say ‘No’ to the War in 
Afghanistan.” One of my points of 
difference concerns Rabbi Lerner’s 
reference to the Global and Domestic 
Marshall Plan as a strategy of gen­
erosity. Generosity seems to imply 
that there is no debt owed.

Rabbi Lerner points out our 
“arrogant self-interest and self- 
aggrandizement.” These would seem 
to call for reparations and establish­
ing just economic relationships with 
the rest of the world, as does the fact 
that we have been military and eco­
nomic aggressors and have done 
great environmental damage. Not 
only have our wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan been very destructive to 
the environment, we are also one of 
the world’s greatest polluters, emit­
ting perhaps 25 percent of the world’s

MORE LETTERS!
We are getting dozens of great letters 

these days. Go to www.tikkun.org/letters 

for readers’ responses to Stephen Zunes 

on the Goldstone Report, Tzvi Marx on 

Shlomo Sand, Riane Eisler on a new 

economics, Chet Bowers on academic 

freedom, Michael Lerner on J Street, and 

Samantha Kirby on Israel, along with 

those authors’ replies, plus additional 

letters on nondualism, Afghanistan, 

Dr. King’s God, health care reform, Alice 

Walker's article on Gaza and Rwanda, and 

more.

J A N U A R Y / F E B R U A R Y  2 0 1 0 W W W . T I K K U N . O R G TIKKUN 3

mailto:Letters@Tikkun.org
http://www.tikkun.org/letters
http://WWW.TIKKUN.ORG


LETTERS

carbon dioxide pollution (as well as 
other greenhouse gases).

Internationally and nationally, we 
should focus less on “generosity,” with 
its implications of noblesse oblige to­
ward those we have harmed, and 
more on what Rabbi Lerner correctly 
calls for: a “serious process o f repen­
tance.”

Ka r en  M it z n e r

Portland, OR

PRAYER AND NONDUALITY
Jay M ic h a e lso n ’s a r t ic l e , 

“Prayer and Nonduality” (T ikku n , 
November/December 2009), 
prompts me to share a little o f my 
own wrestling with this topic.

When I was sixteen and a begin­
ning student of Zen, I sat on the 
shore of Cape Cod and disappeared. 
No body, no mind, no “me” at all. 
When I returned I knew that whatever 
Reality is, it has nothing to do with 
the isms that seek to define it. It is 
what is: Ehyeh asherEhyeh, the

ceaseless I  sing  of birth, death, and 
rebirth. To speak of God and Cre­
ation was to speak of Ocean and 
Wave, the former greater than, but 
not other than, the latter. Can the 
Wave pray to the Ocean? I didn’t 
think so. I stopped praying.

Then, decades later, I began to ex­
perience Shechinah, the presence of 
God as Divine Mother. I resisted the 
experience as best I could, but I could 
not do so for long. So I began to 
speak to Her and to hear Her speak 
to me. The trouble was that this 
clearly dualistic encounter with the 
Divine violated everything I knew to 
be true about the nondual nature of 
Reality.

I was no less Her; She was no less 
me—and yet we spoke. What She 
taught me is that if  God is All, God 
must be Other as well. Nonduality 
when juxtaposed with duality is simply 
part of a larger duality. True nonduality 
embraces the Other as well as the 
One in a greater Reality for which 
there are no words.

So now I pray. What do I pray? 
There is little in Jewish liturgy that 
speaks to me, but what little there is I 
use as mantra. I chant single lines of 
Hebrew, the core wisdom of the 
liturgy, and then I wait. What 
emerges from this waiting is a con­
versation: me pouring my heart out 
to Her, and She mirroring myself 
back to me in a way that allows me to 
see through the madness and move 
beyond it. These are moments of 
ecstasy unmediated by ritual and 
decorum. No rising or sitting; no 
responsive readings; no moments of 
mumbled pseudo-silence. Just raw, 
uncensored speech. Just saying 
“Thou.” Just hearing echoes of “I.” In 
time the speech gives way to silence; 
the Wave returns to the Ocean. I am 
gone. God is all.

Unlike Jay I don’t pray to be 
transformed. There is no static “me” 
at all. There is no transformation 
from one fixed state to another, just 
ceaseless teshuvah, endless turning 
from self to Self to self, again and
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again and again. And with each turn­
ing there is expansion: not a going 
round like a planet in orbit around a 
sun, but a spiraling out like a galaxy. 
And with each turn and return my 
heart opens wider; I am more loved 
and loving. I pray for nothing. The 
turning is its own reward.

Can this happen in a formal syna­
gogue service? Of course, but for me 
it happens when I walk outside, the 
rhythm of my steps matching the 
rhythm of my breath, dancing with 
the rhythm o f Life. Can it happen 
with our heads buried in a siddur, 
our mouths reciting ancient scripts? 
Of course, but for me it happens in 
the far simpler chanting of single 
lines, the uncensored wildness of 
unscripted speech, and the greater 
silence that ultimately engulfs them  
both.

Thanks, T ikkun , for giving us yet 
another opportunity to hear Jay’s 
wisdom.

R abbi Ra m i Sh a pir o

Murfreesboro, TN

THE SWEET VICTIMHOOD 
OF ISRAEL’S MALIGNERS

Editor's note: The fu l l  text o f  this 
Pearl-Goldberg/Makdisi exchange, 
which is over twice the length we could 
p rin t here, is on our website at 
wrww. tikkun. org/letters.

David  Th e o  G o ld berg  and  
Saree Makdisi, in a Tikkun  article 
(September/October 2009), accuse 
me of “mis-characterization and fab­
rication” of the now-famous Gaza 
Symposium at UCLA (in my essay, 
“Dust Over Campus Life: UCLA at a 
Crossroad,” LA Jewish Journal, Feb­
ruary 18,2009). Let me state cate­
gorically that, before writing that 
article, I personally interviewed five 
witnesses who attended that e v e n t-  
two students and three visitors—and 
I have a record of their testimonies. 
These people spoke to me because of 
a genuine concern over the increas­
ingly intimidating atmosphere on 
U.S. campuses, and, based on what 
they had to say, we as a community 
should share their concern.

J A N U A R Y / F E B R U A R Y  2 0 1 0

One of the students documented 
her experience in a letter to the 
Chancellor and wrote: “By the end, 
hundreds of people were chanting 
‘Zionism is Nazism,’ and ‘Israelis are 
murderers.’ At this point, the Sympo­
sium was not a ‘Civil discourse essen­
tial to the intellectual climate at 
UCLA.’ It was not respectful, but for 
the first time in my life made me fear 
for my safety, because I am Israeli. I 
was sitting in the back of the room, 
yet I was surrounded with people 
showing so much hate that I truly be­
lieved they wouldn’t bat an eye if  
someone killed me on the spot. This 
symposium made me feel more un­
safe than I have ever felt in my life, 
and it was held on the UCLA campus

According to those who were 
present, this orgy took place in the 
Q&A session, which, understandably, 
was not included in the podcasts, and 
which Goldberg and Makdisi dismiss 
as “a bit more heated and con­
tentious.”

One of the visitors was a consul 
general of an EU country, who 
described the symposium as “the 
dirtiest Israel-bashing and indeed 
full-fledged anti-Semitic hate-fest I 
have experienced in my two-and-a- 
half years in this city.” Although I for 
one never raise anti-Semitic allega­
tions against Israel maligners (doing 
so would give them the benefit of a 
hereditary disease), the impression 
that neutral outside observers re­
ceived from the UCLA event should 
be of some concern to the campus 
community.

I had (and have) no reason to 
doubt the credibility of these and 
other independent eyewitnesses of 
the UCLA event, though one should 
find ample reasons to doubt the credi­
bility of Goldberg and Makdisi, who 
characterize that same event as an 
academic symposium “meant to re­
store a sense of intellectual balance 
and historical context.” Seeking the 
shelter of victimhood, they further 
write: “insinuation, accusation, and 
defamation have become the

W W W . T I K K U N . O R G

weapons of first resort to respond to 
argument and criticism directed at 
Israeli policies.”

The UCLA symposium, I hold, 
barely discussed “Israeli policies” in 
the conventional sense of the word. It 
focused instead on the sins of Israel’s 
birth, on the stupidity of assuming 
that Israel may have a thing to say in 
her defense, on how peace-loving 
Hamas was provoked into this con­
flict, and on the irredeemable quali­
ties of a monstrous, blood-thirsty 
“white settler colonialist power” ob­
sessed with one and only one aim— 
the destruction of the Palestinian 
people and of innocent Palestinian 
lives.

J u d ea  P earl 
Los Angeles, CA

Saree Makdisi and 
David Theo Goldberg reply:
J u d ea  P earl has sen t  m o r e  or  

less this same letter to every forum 
willing to print it. In not one of his 
countless accounts of the event that he 
has spent so much time denouncing 
has he ever attempted to (a) summa­
rize a single argument presented by 
any of the speakers on the panel or (b) 
offer a counter-argument based on 
reason and backed up with evi­
dence.... If he is interested in carrying 
on an exchange, one of us would be glad 
to meet with him in a public forum on 
ways to resolve the Israel/Palestine 
conflict, to be held at UCLA, where he 
can test his arguments and evidence 
against ours in an open, honest, public 
setting; we will ask the UCLA Center 
for Near Eastern Studies if such a 
forum can be can arranged. If Professor 
Pearl does not agree to a public forum, 
we can only conclude that it is because 
he recognizes that he has no credible 
argument to make and no real evidence 
to fall back on. There would be no other 
explanation for why he prefers to resort 
to unsubstantiated innuendo and 
anonymous rumor that any first-year 
student in a course on critical thinking 
or practical reasoning would recognize 
as riven by fallacy at every turn.

(More letters on page 16)
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LETTERS
(continuedfrom page 5)

J STREET AND TIKKUN
I  AM R ESPO N D IN G  TO YOUR 

editorial (in the September/October 
issue of the magazine) on the rejec­
tion by J Street of your formal partic­
ipation in their conference of this past 
October. First let me quote what for me 
personally were very relevant parts of 
the editorial [where you quote what 
one of the members of the T ikku n  
editorial board was told when he 
spoke to the J Street leadership]:

“Jeremy Ben-Ami ‘acknowledged 
that you would bring some positives 
but he is convinced that your involve­
ment would signal that this effort is 
not the fresh and new approach that 
he wants people to take as the 
“brand” of their conference.’ That edi­
torial board member reminded us of 
how the liberals who ended the war 
in Vietnam often distanced them ­
selves from the radicals who opposed 
the war from the start.... It was the 
same dynamic that led many Demo­
crats in the 1940s to remain hostile to 
and label as ‘premature anti-fascists’ 
those on the Left who had in the 
1930s urged the United States to ac­
tively oppose the growth of fascism in 
Europe when U.S. economic and po­
litical elites were still fantasizing that 
maybe Hitler, if left on his own, 
would attack and destroy communist 
Russia.”

I was one of those early oppo­
nents of the war in Vietnam, as a stu­
dent at the Yale School of Public 
Health marching on the sidewalks of 
New Haven, carrying anti-war signs, 
when most of the curious onlookers 
didn’t know what “Vietnam” meant. I 
grew up with and was inspired by a 
group of “premature anti-Fascists,” 
led by the great Dr. Edward K.
Barsky. Eddie had been the Com­
mander of the Medical Unit for the 
whole of the International Brigade in 
Spain. After the War, he was sent to jail 
by the McCarthyites-before-McCarthy 
on the House Un-American (sic)

Activities Committee for contempt of 
Congress because he refused to re­
lease to them the names of the con­
tributors to the Joint Anti-Fascist 
Refugee Committee that he headed. 
What awful thing did what we knew 
as the “Spanish Committee” do? It 
sent aid to the refugees from fascist 
Spain who escaped Franco’s death 
squads and were living in camps in 
the south of France. So I personally 
know whereof you speak in your edi­
torial.

I was a supporter of J  Street from 
the time I first heard of it. But then 
when I heard of their exclusion from 
their conference of perhaps the most 
authentic U.S. voice for peace in Is­
rael/Palestine and for the relief of the 
decades-long suffering of the Pales­
tinian people, I sent Jeremy Ben-Ami 
the following letter:

Dear Jeremy, I  ju s t  w ant you  to 
know tha t I  am  resigning m y  m em ­
bership i n J  Street over your persistent 
refusal to fo rm a lly  seat Tikkun at 
your conference. You w ill get no more 
money fro m  me. I  cannot im agine  
ju s t  w hat i t  is tha t you  are afraid  o f. .. 
I  w ill continue to support the true 
pro-peace groups, but not yo u r half­
way, let’s-not-get-people-really- 
angry-with-us, one.

Keep up the good fight, T ikkunl 
The number of truly ethical Jews is 
shrinking. We desperately need your 
continued leadership.

Stev en  J onas 
Stony Brook, N Y

Rabbi Lerner responds:
L ib er a l  Ce n tr ists  have o ft e n  

showed more antagonism to people 
on their Left than on the Right, al­
lowing right-wingers to demean 
those who have taken the risks for 
peace and justice. Steven Jonas rightly 
recounts some other instances of that 
in twentieth-century history. It will 
be important to watch how willing 
J  Street is to critique the Obama ad­
ministration as it backs away from 
putting any serious pressure on Israel 
to accept a Palestinian state in the

entirety of the West Bank and Gaza 
(with minor border modifications as 
envisioned in Yossi Beilin’s extremely 
rational Geneva Accord).

It’s important for us as spiritual 
progressives, both Jewish and not, to 
try to support centrists, even as we 
seek to push them  toward more 
courageous positions. Those who 
support the peace perspective should 
be supporting each other, not push­
ing each other away. That doesn’t 
preclude critique of ideas, but it does 
suggest the importance of continuing 
to reach out to all those who support 
a peace perspective. So though they 
refused to allow us to co-sponsor 
their conference, we at T ikkun  have 
offered J Street representatives a regu­
lar column in Tikkun  (as long as it con­
tains new ideas that they haven’t 
publicized elsewhere before our maga­
zine comes out) and have invited 
Jeremy Ben-Ami to speak at our June 
conference in D.C. We lead by example. 
We haven’t heard back yet but hope 
they accept our invitation.

CORRECTION
In  my r e v ie w  o f  Sh lo m o  Sa n d ’s 

book The Invention  o f  the Jewish 
People, I attributed to him the opin­
ion that he offered in explanation of 
the lapse in Israeli historiography of 
the Khazars, namely “the wave o f  de­
colonization o fthe 1950s and  1960s 
drove the Israeli memory-merchants 
to avoid the very shadow o f  the 
K hazarpast. There was anxiety  
about the legitimacy o f  the Z ionist 
project, should it  become widely 
know n tha t the settling Jewish m ass­
es m ight lead to a broad challenge 
against the State o f  Israel’s right to 
exist”(page 236). I understood him 
to share this concern that others 
might use that knowledge to chal­
lenge Israel’s right to exist. I have 
now learned that Sand does not hold 
that view, but was merely intending 
to quote others who have the view.
My sincere apologies to him for read­
ing into his text something he did not 
intend.

Tzvi M arx
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THE C O N T R A R I A N

Obama s Cautious Path 
to Education Reform

BY GEORGE VRADENBURG

T
h e  O bam a  a d m in is t r a t io n  is  t a k in g  steps  
toward education reform. Given the political noise 
around Iraq and Afghanistan, stimulus and jobs, 
health care, and financial regulation, the education 
issue has been a mere trill note. Yet, the effort to im­
prove the performance of our K-12 education system 
may have greater long-lasting impact on the quality of 
life of future generations.

It is now common wisdom that we live in an era of globaliza­
tion. While this is true, we are only beginning to feel the economic 
effects of that global era. Increasingly, we will live in a world where 
billions of people will be consuming, producing, and trading 
across boundaries—where choice of work location and residence 
will induce massive population flows, where commuting patterns 
will be not just local but international, and where individual choice 
of where to live and work will erode the concept of national sover­
eignty.

In such a world, employers can and will locate wherever skilled 
workers concentrate; and the ability of individuals to find the 
high-skilled jobs essential to a high standard of living will depend 
more on their wits and skills and less on their family heritage or 
country of origin. If an individual has the education and training 
essential to take advantage of this global twenty-first-century mar­
ketplace, he or she can find opportunities somewhere in the world. 
Those without an education will be locked in place, their zip code 
of birth determining their station in life.

Those nations capable of offering a twenty-first-century educa­
tion will draw those with a burning desire to improve their lives. 
The countries incapable of doing so will be left with declining 
standards of living, as well as a loss of creative and productive ca­
pacity. For them, Atlas will have shrugged.

It is not clear which kind of nation we will be.
For the last half of the twentieth century, we were the land of 

job opportunity and economic freedom, driven by a K-12 educa­
tion system that was the envy of the world. But now, our high 
school graduation rates and quality of high school graduates are, 
by various international norms, ranked between fifteenth and 
twentieth among industrialized nations. Less than half of our 
urban population graduates from high school, and many of those 
high school graduates require remedial English or mathematics in 
order to do college-level work.

Part of the explanation is that women entering the workforce

after World War II found employment opportunity in K-12 educa­
tion in an otherwise inhospitable workplace. Those women are 
now retiring. Top college graduates now go into finance or busi­
ness, not education. Alternative sources of teachers, like Teach for 
America, can only supply a limited share of new teacher demand.

New teachers are going into highly unionized, government 
owned-and-operated school systems that have been resistant to 
competition, innovation, and accountability. In Washington, D.C., 
the worst K-12 performer, union teachers are evaluated as “above 
average or better” even as the children in their classrooms fall fur­
ther behind every year. Adult considerations trump. Kids lose. 
Unions rule.

The Obama administration, led by Secretary of Education 
Arne Duncan, is seeking to reform this underperforming K-12 
school sector by encouraging public charter school competition 
and teacher compensation linked to student test scores. And, im­
portantly, he is extending the accountability that has resulted from 
the uniform national testing system mandated by the No Child 
Left Behind law.

At the same time, Secretary Duncan is seeking to kill innovative 
experimentation with school vouchers—another critical element 
of school reform. Modeled after the Pell Grant college scholarships 
offered to low-income families, school voucher programs such as 
the Opportunity Scholarship Program in Washington, D.C., offer 
low-income K-12 students in failing schools scholarships to attend 
private K-12 schools. With support of congressional Democrats, 
this innovative supplement to charter school competition is being 
killed by the power of status quo teachers unions on whose politi­
cal support the Democrats rely so heavily.

Shame on President Obama, Secretary Duncan, and Demo­
cratic leaders in Congress. The president has chosen to send his 
children to a private school in Washington; Secretary Duncan has 
chosen to live in suburban Arlington to avoid D.C. public schools; 
and key Democrats in the Senate and House went to private 
schools.

If the choice of private school is open to these top Democrats, 
why is it not open to low-income kids in failing public schools? For 
these kids, the zip code of their birth is determining the outcome of 
their life. That is wrong. ■

George Vradenburgis the publisher o/Tikkun, and he often disagrees 
with our editorial opinions.
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---------  E D I T O R I A L  BY R AB B I  MI CHAEL LERNER |----------------------------------------------- ---------------------------------------

Afghanistan: Obama 
Capitulates to the War Makers

a
BAMA’S DECISION TO ESCALATE THE WAR IN 
Afghanistan represents a decisive endorsement of 
the strategy of domination. Instead of using his 
presidency to challenge the ideology of the war 
makers, Obama has become one of the most bril­
liant and nuanced articulators of the “war as the 
path to peace” worldview. It is essentially the same 
argument that was used to defend the Cold War, the war in Viet­
nam, and the projection of U.S. military power around the world 
for the past sixty-five years.

“We must begin,” Obama told the world on December 10, 
2009, while receiving the Nobel Peace Prize in Stockholm, “by ac­
knowledging the hard truth: we will not eradicate violent conflict 
in our lifetimes. There will be times when nations—acting individ­
ually or in concert—will find the use of force not only necessaiy but 
morallyjustified.”

Obama doesn’t  tell us why he thinks this is true, except to point 
to the past. Now imagine if a leader had said, “We will not eradi­
cate ... in our lifetime” and substitute in that blank space any of the 
following: slavery, sexism, apartheid, segregation, hunger, envi­
ronmental destruction, child abuse, cancer, Alzheimer’s disease, or 
any other global evil. Many of us would probably say, ‘Whoa, you 
might be right—we can’t know for sure—but certainly whether 
you are right or not on any of these issues will be affected by 
whetheryou prioritize the abolition of these problems. If our lead­
ers start by assuming that x, y, or z cannot be abolished, they will 
likely put less energy into doing so than they might, so this kind of 
diagnosis becomes self-fulfilling.”

In his Nobel Prize speech, Obama acknowledges that his posi­
tion is in stark contrast to that of Martin Luther King Jr. when 
King was awarded the Nobel Prize. Then he jumps to the Moral 
M an a n d  Im m ora l Society approach championed by Reinhold 
Niebuhr and subsequently used by conservatives and neoconserv­
atives to justify the Cold War and the war in Vietnam: what is 
moral for an individual is not necessarily what is moral for a socie­
ty. According to this view, a nation must be guided by self-interest 
and the need to defend its own citizens, not the self-interest of the 
whole planet (though in the twenty-first century our self-interest 
depends on the well-being of everyone else on the planet—a point 
that Obama does not consider). So, Obama goes on, ‘As a head of 
state sworn to protect and defend my nation, I cannot be guided by 
[King and Gandhi’s] example alone. I face the world as it is, and 
cannot stand idle in the face of threats to the American people.”

We recognize that the president of the United States has a spe­
cial responsibility to defend the United States from attack. We 
have never been doctrinaire pacifists—but then again, neither

Is that a halo around Obama’s head? Back in May, when this photo was 
taken, some people thought he deserved one. Now, ifhisplan gets congres­
sional funding, he’ll soon have over 100,000 troops in Afghanistan. No 
halos for war makers!

were King and Gandhi (both of them recognized circumstances in 
which they might not oppose the use of force). But we do believe 
that in most circumstances, the threat of force against us must be 
overwhelmingly clear, the danger immediate, and all other poten­
tial strategies besides war must have been exhaustively tried. None 
of these is the case with regard to Afghanistan.

In fact, Obama would be hard pressed to convince objective ob­
servers that there is an immediate threat to the American people 
that could not be resolved by ending poverty in the Middle East, 
from Gaza to Afghanistan. Without trying that approach, Obama 
is on weak ground to argue that he is applying “just war” theory.

But in Stockholm, Obama wasn't considering the strategy of 
generosity. The only alternative he considers is one of total nonvio­
lence a la his caricature of King and Gandhi, and that one he dis­
misses by warning: “Make no mistake: Evil does exist in the world. 
A nonviolent movement could not have halted Hitler’s armies. Ne­
gotiations cannot convince al-Qaida’s leaders to lay down their 
arms. To say that force may sometimes be necessary is not a call to 
cynicism—it is a recognition of history: the imperfections of man 
and the limits of reason.”

The Meaning of “Evil”
Th e r e  is so  m u c h  id e o l o g ic a l  baggage b u il t  in t o  t h e s e  
sentences it is hard  to disentangle them . First, there is the 
religious/metaphysical belief that “Evil” exists in the world. This is 
a claim that has been substantially challenged by many of us, and
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which I take on in The Left H and  o f  God. Many spiritual progres­
sives acknowledge that evil acts have happened and that young 
children often inherit personalities, character structures, and 
ideological frameworks from people who have acted in evil ways 
or who have supported institutions or religious and secular prac­
tices that have embodied evil. First and foremost, they inherit a 
propensity to solve problems through violence.

Living in a world based on an unequal distribution of food, 
housing, and security—in a world where some of the powerful 
media glorify violence, and where various branches of secular and 
religious ideologies preach a philosophy of self-interest and domi­
nation over others—encourages us to think and act in hurtful 
ways. But that is very different from ontologizing Evil as an “exis­
tent reality.” For a fuller discussion of this issue, please read Erich 
Fromm’s 1973 classic The A na tom y o f  H um an  Destructiveness. 
From our standpoint, there is much to do to reduce evil actions 
and ideas that encourage evil practices and institutions that inflict 
hurt on others, but that is different from insisting that there is such 
an entity in the world as Evil. We can develop individual and social 
practices, institutions, and therapies to reduce evil actions or ideas 
or institutions, whereas Evil seems like a metaphysical category 
that cannot be eliminated, and hence provides the justification for 
a militarism that itself perpetuates and expands immoral and de­
structive violence and hurtfulness.

When Nonviolence Does Work
N ext , t h e r e  is O bama’s r efer en c e  to  H it l e r , w h ic h  once 
again gives Hitler the victory of allowing his existence to become 
the reason why we must act in similar ways to his, showering vio­
lence on innocent civilians (and yes, the United States did that ex­
tensively in Iraq; and in the past year, the Obama administration 
has been responsible for the murder of hundreds more civilians 
through its use of drones to pick out “suspected” terrorists in 
Pakistan and Afghanistan).

And no, it is not obvious that Hitler could not have been 
stopped through nonviolence and generosity. That would not have 
worked when he was using the German army to invade neighbor­
ing countries, starting in 1938. But it was not too late in 1924, and 
possibly not even in 1933 or 1934. Had the victorious allies after 
World War I initiated a Marshall Plan for Europe and followed 
through with generosity and genuine caring for the well-being of 
everyone affected by that war, and had progressive movements in 
Europe been aligned with the worldviews of a Martin Buber and a 
Mahatma Gandhi rather than the worldviews of Stalin, Trotsky, 
and nationalist-oriented social democratic parties, then yes, Hitler 
could have been stopped through nonviolence.

The absurdity of comparing the estimated one hundred terror­
ists o f al-Qaida in Afghanistan in 2010 (people who have almost 
no weapons and no access to atomic bombs) with the power of the 
German army when Hitler could not have been stopped by nonvio­
lence (namely after 1938) reeks of intellectual sloppiness, if not of 
dishonesty. Isn’t it time for us to recognize that not every threat to 
American power (or for that matter, to Israeli security) is Hitler?

A defender of military escalation could now argue, “Sure, they 
don’t have Hitler’s power yet, but certainly they would like to have 
it, and they might eventually overthrow the government of

Pakistan and get their hands on nuclear weapons.” Yes, they 
might. But so might China decide that in order to gain greater eco­
nomic power it should use its atomic weapons against the United 
States. Or Israel might decide that to protect itself from the possi­
bility that Iran might get and use atomic weapons it would be best 
for Israel to make a preemptive strike on Iran. In fact, the basic 
strategic argument for Israel’s occupation of the West Bank and its 
stranglehold on Gaza is that if Palestinians ever get real power, 
they might use it against Israel. And in fact, that was the argument 
used by whites to maintain power over Blacks in South Africa.

The Torah makes clear when dealing with this issue that there 
needs to be an act through which this “might” starts to become an 
“is.” It says if a person comes toward you with the intent of killing 
you, you have the right to kill first. But the intent is necessary but 
not sufficient. The person must be in the act of fulfilling his inten­
tion. The reason should be obvious: people or even the rulers of 
nations may have fantasies of eliminating other states, peoples, re­
ligions, or ethnic groups, but until they act to make that murder 
actual, their fantasies or desires are not sufficient grounds for pre­
emptive action.

What Gives the United States the Right to Intervene?
W hat  g r o u n d s  d id  w e  have f o r a  v io l e n t  attack  on  t h e  
Taliban? The Taliban did not strike the United States but rather, 
according to the official story, it was al-Qaida. Al-Qaida was given 
shelter by the Taliban, who did not recognize the right of the 
United States to put al-Qaida leaders on trial. The United States 
then intervened militarily and put al-Qaida on the run by over­
throwing the Taliban government. But it was not the Taliban who 
executed an attack on the United States.

True enough, the Taliban often engage in evil acts of violence, 
particularly against women seeking equality and rights. But so too 
does the government of China in regard to Tibetans; the govern­
ment o f Russia in regard to Chechnyans; the governments of 
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Syria in regard to their own popu­
lations; and the government of Israel in regard to Palestinians. In 
short, we can wish other countries had different systems or dif­
ferent leaders, but that is different from claiming that our wishes 
provide a sufficient justification for violent intervention. To take 
another example: the United States incarcerates between 2 mil­
lion and 3 million people at any given time, thus denying freedom 
to more people than any other society on earth. Many of the 
prisoners’ “crimes” turn out to be motivated by a desire to feed 
their families in the face of stark material deprivation. Many oth­
ers are incarcerated due to the application of universal standards 
(like anti-drug laws) in a racist manner (giving jail time to people 
from communities of color while providing alternative treatment 
modalities to whites). How would we feel if China or some other 
soon-to-be-powerful country someday decides that in order to 
bring freedom and justice to our society, it must use its most so­
phisticated weapons to overthrow the repressive government of 
the United States and stop it from abusing human rights?

Maybe there are circumstances where that could be justified. 
World War II was one such. The Hutu and Tutsi massacres in 
Rwanda were another such moment. But we’d want to see very 
careful limits on such interventions. They should be a product of
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open democratic debate and should only occur if a majority of the 
people in the countries seeking to intervene are convinced of the 
morality of such an intervention. And military interventions 
should only occur after adequate and serious efforts to involve the 
countries of the world, and those representing a majority of the 
world’s population should agree to such an intervention.

The United States has no right to appoint itself the policeman 
of the world’s moral ills, particularly given our “dirty hands” with 
regard to past interventions. Our interventions are often moti­
vated by economic and military-power desires that have nothing 
to do with the moral gloss our leaders put on these interventions. 
If the United States took a few years to urge other countries of the 
world to build an international force to protect the rights of 
women in Afghanistan, and if it promised to leave and let that 
force be the enforcers of human rights, it would have a much bet­
ter case for involvement should such a force be impossible to 
create. But the United States has only asked the countries of the 
world to join under its own military ventures, and these are 
rightfully suspect.

President Obama has used his massive credibility with liberals 
to persuade a section of them to support his war. Before his speech, 
a majority of Americans opposed the war (please remember that 
in case anyone tries to tell you “Americans are intrinsically mili­
tarists”). Over 54 percent opposed the war until a supposedly pro­
gressive president made an unequivocal intellectual and policy 
com m itm ent to pursuing it, and then his majority was only 
possible because of the many conservatives and Christian funda­
mentalists who have always been soft on violence against others. 
Now the New York Times has come around, largely on the basis of 
seeing how his Nobel Prize acceptance speech insisted that even 
while engaging the war against “a vicious adversary that abides by 
no rules,” Obama claimed that the United States must remain

Palestinian kids in Rafah would be among those who would benefit from  
a Global Marshall Plan that begins with the Middle East—a better alter­
native than militarism as a strategy to beat terrorism.

“a standard-bearer in the conduct of war.” This is a stretch, at best, 
seeing as the Obama administration has allowed “extraordinary 
rendition” of suspected enemy combatants, has failed to prosecute 
the CIA employees who allowed Blackwater thugs to  murder 
Iraqis alongside the military, and has authorized the drones that 
have killed large families and civilian gatherings.

What the United States Should Do
Th e  U n it e d  States sh o u l d  t u r n  to t h e  U N  a n d  seek  a n  
international force with the mission of a) holding an honest elec­
tion in which the Taliban would be invited to participate; b) pro­
tecting institutions of civil society; and c) creating safety in the 
major cities of Afghanistan. Meanwhile, the United States should 
lend support to regional negotiations and to a broader settlement 
of the disputes between India and Pakistan, which continue to 
stoke the violence in Afghanistan. Most im portant, the U.S. 
government should launch a Global Marshall Plan with its first 
focus on the Middle East (from Gaza through Afghanistan), in­
cluding massive humanitarian aid to the desperately poor Afghan 
population. The ability to deliver such aid would be enhanced if it 
were not perceived as intermingled with military occupation by 
the United States.

At the core of our approach is a recognition that “the enemy” is 
often a projection of our own worst fantasies on others, who in turn 
are projecting their worst fantasies on us. American leaders, like 
most political leaders on the planet, seem incapable of imagining 
how the world looks from the perspective of the hungry, the rela­
tively powerless, or those who have been subjected to outsiders 
trying to impose their regimes, economic systems, and world­
views. Obama has failed to learn the lessons of Vietnam: one can­
not win a war against a population that has been fighting for many 
decades for its own independence. No m atter what America’s 
stated war aims, the people of Afghanistan perceive the American 
military presence as generating far more violence and destruction 
than they faced before the United States got involved. As Senator 
Russ Feingold put it, “ I think (our presence) is increasing the ex­
tremism and increasing the resentment toward the United States.” 

Indeed, what Feingold predicts has already happened. Accord­
ing to a letter from a recent visitor to Afghanistan:

After eight years of misguided bombing raids to kill Taliban 
who are living in villages surrounded by civilians, we have 
created a new multi-headed enemy. Today the Taliban are 
different from the original fundamentalists who waged a 
war in the name of Islam. According to the director of the 
Peace and Reconciliation process in Kabul only about 10 
percent to 15 percent of Taliban are ideologically motivated 
today. The rest are a combination of poor villagers angry at 
U.S. bombing, out of work youth, former militia, drug 
smugglers, plain thugs, and those from the countryside who 
distrust any national government, no matter whose it is.

Most of these people, observers in Kabul believe, would put 
down their weapons if offered money, land, jobs, and personal 
security.
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Supporters o f a Peace Committee chant slogans against U.S. drone mis­
sile strikes on Pakistani tribal areas, at a rally in Peshawar on April 27, 
2009. Pakistan has called the drone strikes, which kill innocent civil­
ians, a violation o f the country's sovereignty. President Obama supports 
the drone attacks, and his administration has announced plans to ex­
pand them in Pakistan and Afghanistan, ensuring the murder o f in­
creased numbers o f civilians, and increased resistance to the U.S. 
presence.

A  statement from the Campaign for Peace and Democracy that 
dozens of peace activists and I signed in October 2009 pointed out 
that U.S. actions in Afghanistan and Pakistan must be viewed in 
the context of a global military system much more massive and 
far-flung than most Americans realize. Officially, over 190,000 
troops and 115,000 civilian employees are stationed in approxi­
mately 900 military facilities in forty-six countries and territo­
ries—and the actual num bers are far greater. In the words of 
Secretary of Defense Robert Gates, U.S. military spending of more 
than $600 billion a year “adds up to about what the entire rest of 
the world combined spends on defense.”

So it is not unreasonable to notice that the invasion and occu­
pation ofAfghanistan have been part of a comprehensive effort to 
assert U.S. strategic power and credibility, in the Central and 
South Asian region and globally—the power to control energy sup­
plies, to overawe rivals, to intervene wherever Washington deems 
necessary, and to engage other countries in U.S. power projection. 
Since 2001, the United States has established nineteen bases in 
Afghanistan and neighboring countries, inserting a military 
presence into an area that Russia and China also seek to influence.

Women’s Rights in Afghanistan
T he  argum ent  that t h e  Un ited  States m ust  stay involved 
in Afghanistan to protect women from oppressive variants of 
Islamic fundamentalism is compelling but ultimately not persua­
sive: women’s situation under the Karzai regime remains horrific. 
President Karzai signed a disgraceful law earlier this year applying 
to Shia women that gives a husband the right to withdraw basic 
maintenance from his wife, including food, if she refuses to obey 
his sexual demands. It grants guardianship of children exclusively 
to their fathers and grandfathers, and requires women to get per­
mission from their husbands to work. If the Karzai government in 
Afghanistan, bolstered by the Obama war, manages to stay in 
power, women will continue to face massive denial of human

rights, though better than the situation they would face if the 
Taliban win.

My comrade Arthur Waskow suggested—partly tongue-in- 
cheek, but partly to encourage thinking outside the box—that we 
call a conference of the independent women’s organizations in 
Afghanistan. Organizers could offer micro-loans for grassroots 
economic development to any ten women who apply as a group 
(loans ranging from $1,000 to $5,000). And they could offer ten 
revolvers and 1,000 bullets to each group of women: one gun and 
fifty bullets for each woman for target practice, and fifty bullets for 
defense against anyone who comes to assail them for being uppity. 
If any women’s group chooses not to receive the guns but to take 
their chances on nonviolence, their micro-loan doubles. Then the 
United States leaves—generals, predators, drones, and all—except 
for continuing contact with the micro-loan organizations.

A similar plan has been suggested for all of Afghanistan—to 
offer massive financial aid to those Taliban who put down their 
guns and join a peaceful effort to stabilize the country. It would be 
far cheaper than the kind of open-ended commitment the Obama 
administration is making to Afghanistan. I would welcome an in­
ternational intervention, sans NATO, with the sole aim of provid­
ing protection for the women of Afghanistan.

A Better Strategy for Homeland Security
On e  rea so n  w h y  m any  s pir it u a l  a nd  r e l ig io u s  activ ists  
celebrated the outcome of the 2008 election was the perception 
fostered by the Obama campaign that the new president really un­
derstood that militarism and the use of force to achieve American 
objectives should be relegated to the dustbin of history, at least 
until every nonviolent strategy has been exhaustively tried. In­
deed, in his private meeting with me in 2006, Obama explicitly 
embraced the Tik/cun/NSP perspective that a strategy of genero­
sity would necessarily be more effective than  a strategy of 
domination.

The TikkunfN SP  strategy was given teeth by the vice chair of

INTERN AT TIKKUN
Summer 2010 or September 2010-June 2011.
Build an internship shaped to your particular
ta lents and interests.

• Build  a S p iritua l Progressive M ovem ent
• W ork w ith  Rabbi Lerner on Israe l/Pa lestine  peace
• Expand Tikkun’s web presence and reach 

out to media
• Find a rt fo r the magazine and blog

• Help w ith  advertis ing  and the  business side 
o f magazine pub lish ing

• Organize on campus or in re lig ious com m unities 

around 77/f/ctv/7/NSP ideas
• Review, edit, and proofread a rtic les

To apply: go to www .tikkun.org/in terns.

10 T I K K U N W W W . T I K K U N . O R G J A N U A R Y / F E B R U A R Y  2 0 1 0

http://www.tikkun.org/interns
http://WWW.TIKKUN.ORG


E D I T O R I A L / I N T E R V I E W  W I T H  K E I T H  E L L I S O N

the Progressive Caucus of the House of Representatives, Keith 
Ellison, who has worked with us to develop a Domestic and Glob­
al Marshall Plan (DGMP). Under this plan, the United States 
would lead the advanced industrial societies of the world in com­
mitting between 1 percent and 2 percent of its Gross Domestic 
Product each year for the next twenty to end global poverty, home­
lessness, hunger, inadequate education, and inadequate health 
care, and to repair the global environment. This strategy for 
“homeland security” would be far more effective than the futile 
strategy of domination against countries that might at some future 
time pose a threat to the United States.

Now that Obama has decided to escalate the war in 
Afghanistan, many of Obama’s most fervent supporters—includ­
ing the many religious and spiritual progressives who believed he 
would turn our foreign policy away from militarism and toward 
creating a more caring world economic system—are expressing 
dismay to each other. Spiritual progressives have long known what 
Obama seems not yet to have absorbed in a serious way: that the 
path to peace must be a path o f  peace, and that you cannot bomb 
and kill your way to security. Obama’s escalation of the war in 
Afghanistan has left us feeling bleak and betrayed.

The “American Depressions” portrayed on the cover of this 
issue of Tikkun  are not only about the over 10 percent ofthe popu­
lation unable to find work. They involve a psychic and spiritual de- 
pression. Having allowed ourselves to hope that the Obama 
administration would unequivocally commit to a new worldview, 
masses of Americans who supported Obama are now filled with 
confusion and despair.

We spiritual progressives should not allow ourselves to suc­
cumb to this depression. We must continue to help Americans (in­
cluding our political leaders) to recognize “the other” as 
fundamentally another part of ourselves. We are one human race. 
The illusions of our fundamental differences that supposedly jus­
tify us in war making must be overcome. We face a major chal­
lenge in saving our planet from the consequences of our own 
destructiveness. War is not the way to achieve the new conscious­
ness that is needed to save the human race, so every possible non­
violent means must be used to avoid war before it has started, and 
to stop it now that it is being escalated. But as Congressman Keith 
Ellison points out in an interview in this issue of Tikkun, this is not 
a time to give in to despair. King didn’t, Gandhi didn’t, and we 
must not either.

We know full well that the military-industrial complex and the 
forces on Wall Street and in the media are certain to ridicule such ef­
forts and to repress those who take them seriously. We continue to 
believe that deep inside Obama would like to be part of a different 
kind of world, but advisers have convinced him that a military path 
is the only “realistic one.” Our task remains to provide concrete 
alternative ways of thinking and policy development. That’s 
why it is so important that you come to join us at our con­
ferences (February 15 for one day in San Francisco, and June 11-14 in 
Washington, D.C. For more info, visit www.tikkun.org/conference). 
We will continue to be a bastion of hope and a visionary advo­
cate about how to achieve safety and security for all the people of 
the world and for our endangered planet. ■

Interview with Keith Ellison

I
n  Late  N o v e m b e r , Tik k u n  in t e r v ie w e d  R ep . Ke it h  
Ellison, D-Minnesota, vice chair of the Progressive Caucus 
of the House of Representatives, and sponsor of the Global 
Marshall Plan in coordination with the Network of Spiritu­
al Progressives (NSP). Read on to hear his thoughts on Pres­
ident Obama, health care reform, the war in Afghanistan, 
Blue Dog Democrats, and the Goldstone report.

M ichael Lerner: What is your assessment of what the pro­
gressive caucus has accomplished in the past year under the presi­
dency of someone who was perceived as a progressive president?

Keith Ellison: I think the progressive caucus can claim credit 
for maintaining the importance of the public option in the health 
care bill passed by the House. Without the caucus demanding that 
there be a public option, I am certain that there are at least three or 
four times in the past six months when it would have been jetti­
soned. Now it is not as robust as we would like. But it is there, and 
it is something to build on. The caucus is also adding clarity to the 
right position on Afghanistan, ft understands that the president is 
being pulled from multiple sides and that if we want the president 
to be able to live out his progressive instincts, then we will have to 
be a force for progressive social change and not simply assume that 
he is going to take care of everything.

ML: I know the media doesn’t  necessarily give us any accurate 
perspective on what is going on in Washington, but from the out­
side it appears that the Blue Dog Democrats have been far more 
effective, because they have threatened not to go along with any 
part ofthe president’s program, unless he compromises with 
them. It appears as though the progressive caucus and more gen­
erally the liberals in congress have given up many of the central 
parts of their programs for fear that they would be blamed for de­
stroying the possibility of anything getting through. As a result of 
that dynamic, the Blue Dogs appear to have had a great deal more 
impact in shaping legislation than the progressives.

KE: I don’t  think that is an accurate way to look at it. When you 
look at what the progressives have achieved, well, we have a public 
option in the health care bill, and we expect to have one all the way 
through. What did the Blue Dogs achieve? They tried to keep the 
cost of health care lower than it needed to be. They may well have 
weakened the bill, actually. But at the end of the day, I think we 
achieved our goals thus far. It is important to understand that the 
progressives are swimming against the interests of the health care 
industry. The Republicans took themselves out of the conversa­
tion. Therefore, the industry’s voice is the Blue Dogs, and they have 
a louder megaphone than we do. But the reality is, we have still
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achieved our goal of maintaining a public option, and putting 
ample money in to address health disparities regarding people of 
color. We have been able to make sure that health care reforms re­
garding nondiscrimination—not dropping people for a pre-exist­
ing condition—are still in the bill.

The Blue Dogs, I think, have gotten a lot of help from the 
media, who seem to want to create sensation and controversy, but 
I think that the progressives have done a significant and important 
job moving health care along in an effective way.

ML: The perception that has come out through part of the pro­
gressive media is that the variant of the bill that would have been 
effective would have allowed anyone to sign up for the public op­
tion if they so chose and to give up their own private plan if they so 
chose. Such a public option might have attracted up to 100 million 
people, and that would then put tremendous economic pressure 
on the health industry to reduce its prices. The actual public op­
tion that has come through, some health care advocates maintain, 
is not likely to be available to more than two to five million people, 
and at that size it will be insignificant, because it will not affect the 
pricing for the rest of the insurance industry. So, by this argument, 
the bill likely to get passed will be a huge giveaway to the insurance 
companies since it will require tens of millions of Americans to get 
health insurance or face penalties, but it will not in any way de­
mand that the insurance companies lower their prices (or prohib­
it them from raising their prices again and again).

KE: Well, I think that estimate of the number of people eligible 
for the public option is too low. I think it is significantly higher 
than two to five million. But I will agree that it is lower than we 
wanted it to be. But let me also say this. When Social Security first 
became law, it did not encompass the number of people it does 
today—the same with Medicare. What I am talking about is to 
shift the paradigm of health care in our country, so we can add 
onto and expand rights for people as time goes forward. Now, no 
one likes incremental politics, I certainly don’t. I wish we had sin­
gle-payer health care. But I do think the public option will be effec­
tive at lowering prices, increasing access, and increasing 
competition with private insurance. That is why [insurance com­
panies] are fighting against it and trying to stop any public option 
from existing at all. And I think at the end of the day we wall have a 
public option that will be significantly larger than five million peo­
ple.

What I would say to people who are progressive in the area of 
health care is, “Don’t be cynical, keep on fighting, keep on pushing 
for greater access and greater availability and eligibility, and I 
think we will end up there.” I remind people that we all celebrate 
the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting Rights Act, and we 
are right to do so, but we forget the 1957 and I960 Civil Rights 
Acts, neither of which were good enough to bring forth real 
democracy in our country. But because people were not cynical 
and kept on fighting—and expanding and opening up rights for 
people—we ended up in a country where yes, we have societal 
racism, but we do have equality before the law. And we do have 
remedies when people’s rights are violated. And we have a much, 
much more open and fair country than we did in the past, and per­
haps much more open and fair than any other country in the 
world.

Ellison does not believe that watered-down health care legislation will sap 
the energy o f  activists, such as these at the Pennsylvania State Capitol in  
October 2009: the insurance companies will continue to gouge us and we 
will continue tofight back.

So we can’t  simply throw our hands up because everything is 
not as we would want it to be right now. I am committed to contin­
uing the fight for greater healthcare access and healthcare reform.
I look forward to the day when we’ll see universal single-payer 
healthcare. But I understand that things sometimes go in steps 
and this is one of the things we just have to bear in mind.

ML: One of the arguments that I heard made by professor 
John Geyman, who is a professor of medicine at the University of 
Washington, is that there is reason to think that the country will 
say to itself, “We achieved what we needed to achieve and therefore 
we have done the health care thing and we will let the insurance 
companies continue to raise their prices.” And if that happens, the 
public will be inspired by the counter-ideology of the Republicans 
that says, “See, each time governments get involved, you don’t get 
veiy much in the way of benefits, but the prices continue to rise in 
part because of the intervention of government.” So that the net 
outcome of this will be a reduction in trust in government rather 
than an increase in trust in government.

KE: The only way that argument holds is if people like the pro­
fessor you cited—and all the rest of us—just cave in. As long as we 
continue to fight for fairness and justice in health care, then we 
won’t fall victim to that. Look, what’s more persuasive than an in­
crease in your premium every month to tell you that you need a 
different way forward in terms of health care? What is more per­
suasive than your paycheck dwindling because of increased prices 
for drugs and for co-pays and everything else? I don’t see this 
movement dwindling, I see it gaining strength. I think people now 
can see that within one year of electing a Democratic president we 
are able to make significant strides in health care. And if we keep 
the fight up, how much further along can we get? I think we can 
count on the health care insurance industry to continue to gouge 
people, and that alone will propel people to greater reform. So I 
don’t  agree with the professor’s argument.

ML: Got it. So, now let’s go to another area of concern for 
progressives. President Obama won the Democratic nomination
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in large part by contrasting himself with Hillaiy Clinton and her 
attempt to project herself as a representative of the more militarist 
consciousness. Yet, once elected, the president has not articulated 
a significant alternative to the worldview of domination. Certainly 
he has not embraced the themes that you and I both endorse of a 
path to homeland security based on generosity, of which the Glob­
al Marshall Plan is an example. And those concerns have reached 
new heights with the decision of the president to escalate by tens of 
thousands the number of troops in Afghanistan. Can you com­
ment on what the president is doing in that regard and what strat­
egy the progressives in congress could pursue in response?

KE: I am extremely concerned about troop escalations in 
Afghanistan and also very concerned about how it will impact 
Pakistan. I think the only real way to bring peace and stability to 
Afghanistan is to help promote strength in civil society and that is 
not a matter of guns and bombs, it is a matter of partnering with 
Afghan leaders and citizens to help rebuild the country after thir­
ty years of war. That’s classroom instruction, that’s court rule of 
law, that’s things that actually increase their quality of life. That’s 
fair elections, things like that. The real concern that I have is that 
we view the military option as the only option, without really un­
derstanding that it actually contributes to greater instability when 
we tiy to impose stability at the barrel of a gun.

I think the proper way forward is for us to work in partnership, 
with the Afghans in the lead, because it is their country, and with 
the world community to help bolster and strengthen civil society 
there. Troop escalations—particularly when we have seen the 
Karzai government participate in mass corruption that has shrunk 
the confidence of the Afghan people—are a particularly dangerous 
thing to do. In fact, I was in Afghanistan in November and spoke 
with many civil society leaders who want confidence in their elec­
tions, instruction in schools. They want water, and to be able to sell 
pomegranates and persimmons to other people around the world 
as well as to other Afghans. That is what I think we need to put our 
energy into, and that is what will work.

ML: Yes, but then isn’t the president misguided?
KE: I think the president is caught up in the momentum that 

was already rolling when he came into office. Unfortunately the 
president, who had the right position on Iraq, in order to prove 
that he was tough, said Afghanistan was the “right” war for us to 
participate in. He fell into the trap of having to support that con­
flict and got caught up in the momentum of it. This is an impor­
tant time in his presidency for him to pull back and reflect on what 
will work to stabilize that country and to get foreign troops out of 
Afghanistan. And when I say get foreign troops out of Afghanistan 
I don’t mean the international community abandoning 
Afghanistan, I actually mean quite the opposite. To the degree that 
Afghans want international support—and I think they do—it 
should be civilian support. It shouldn’t be militaiy and at the same 
time I am not a proponent of precipitous withdrawal, but for ex­
pansion of civil and reconstruction efforts in Afghanistan. So I 
think the president is caught up in the momentum of the Bush ad­
ministration and is struggling to find his own footing in this con­
flict. And I think he would be well advised to listen to Karl 
Eikenberry, who I think has a much clearer perspective on what is

Ellison voted against suppressing the Goldstone report. He says Israel 
only becomes stronger when it assists investigation o f its own abuses. 
Here with Rep. Brian Baird, D-Wash., Ellison (left)photographs the 
rubble o f the American International school in  Beit Lahiya, Gaza, on 
February 19, 2009.

going on in Afghanistan than a lot of his other advisers.
ML: So do you understand those in the progressive world who 

feel that Obama ran on a ticket of change rather than  being 
“caught up in momentum,” and how they now feel deeply discour­
aged?

KE: I advise people to not be discouraged. Let’s be realistic 
here. The president is being pulled on at multiple angles, including 
by people from the military who see the solution to every problem 
as military. The president needs help and guidance in this situa­
tion and we should be making the calls for a progressive policy in 
foreign affairs and specifically in Afghanistan. We should be help­
ing to light the way for the president and offer him an alternative 
he can follow instead of attacking and berating him because he is 
following the advice of people in his administration. Let’s take re­
sponsibility for helping the president find the right answer. That 
means writing, that means speaking out, that means having ral­
lies, that means making our voice heard and articulating a coher­
ent point of view. And the whole discouraged thing, I don’t  buy it. 
Was King discouraged about civil rights because some days were 
tough? I hope not. Maybe he was, but he never let it get him for 
long. People have to keep on pushing for the right thing, which is 
generosity and inclusion.

ML: We at T ikku n  have maintained tha t because Obama 
failed to project a vision of a clear alternative to the thought-pat­
terns of the R ight-on the issue of militarism and of subordination 
of economic policy to the needs of Wall Street—many people who 
are described as centrist who had hoped for a significant change 
have now lost their enthusiasm for the president and are either not 
going to be voting in 2010 or are going to be open to right-wing ar­
guments in 2010 because they have seen that they were promised 
a significant change and they didn’t get it.

KE: What I say to those people is “eight years of Bush politics 
and one year of Obama politics. Give me a break here, if you are 
getting ready to jump off ship this quickly, you really have to look
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Ellison agrees that Obama (above with White House Chief o f S ta ff 
Rahm Emanuel) did not appoint any significant progressives to his 
inner circle. The solution, he says, is not to tear Obama down but to 
build the unity, cohesion, andfocus o f the progressive movement.

back and ask yourself if you fully grasp the historic magnitude of 
the task in front of Obama. We have had rapacious economic poli­
cy for eight years, tax cuts for the wealthy, runaway abuse of eco­
nomic policies on the middle class and poor. For the last eight 
years, militarism was lifted to unknown heights. And after one 
year, we are jumping off the boat?” And I think that the progressive 
community needs to take responsibility for guiding the president 
on these things. You can believe that the people who believe in mil­
itaristic solutions to these things are offering their alternatives to 
the president. The progressive community needs to do the same 
thing.

ML: Just to be fair to the progressive community, the president 
was totally free to appoint whoever he wanted to surround him, 
and he did not appoint any significant progressives to his inner cir­
cle, and almost none to the cabinet. So that he is getting a certain 
kind of advice is his choice, and this was a shock to many progres­
sives. Then when he brings in someone like Van Jones on the pe­
riphery of the administration, and Jones gets attacked by the 
Right, he doesn’t do a thing to stand up for Jones and lets Jones get 
pushed out of the administration.

KE: All fair criticisms. And I actually have to agree with your 
point there. Let me just be clear, I am not here arguing that Obama 
has not made mistakes. What I am saying is that I believe in the 
progressive movement and I believe in the movement that says 
that generosity, inclusion, peace, environmental sustainability, 
civil rights, and human rights are going to prevail. That is actually 
an article of faith for me. And I have felt that Obama is a product of 
that movement and not a cause of it. So in my opinion, Obama has 
made those mistakes in terms of appointments, and it is unfortu­
nate. But at the same time we have to remember that we are much 
better situated to make progressive social change than if McCain 
had won, so let’s take advantage of the moment we have and push

the president as far as we can. And do it in a relentless way. The 
progressive movement made Nixon sign the EPAlegislation! With 
Obama, what could we do? The fact is the sky’s the limit, but if we 
take our eye off the ball and think Obama is the problem, we miss a 
historic opportunity. The problem is apathy, the problem is that we 
have not organized the majority of people and convinced them we 
are right about the politics of generosity. That is what I am saying. 
The progressive movement made an Obama presidency possible 
and the progressive movement needs to keep it in mind that the 
policies we want Obama to promote are still possible: it all de­
pends on our level of unity, cohesion, and focus.

ML: Of course, that is why we are sponsoring a conference to 
support Obama to be the Obama we voted for.

KE: I love that—that is exactly what we should be doing. That’s 
what I am trying to say. We need more conferences like th a t... and 
I intend to participate in that NSP/Tikkun conference. And it is 
exactly what I mean when I say tha t the movement pushes 
Obama; Obama doesn’t push the movement.

ML: How are we to understand President Obama’s decision to 
prioritize pouring hundreds of billions of dollars into the banks 
and not pouring anything comparable into dealing with unem­
ployment?

KE: We are talking about a major jobs bill at this point. And the 
stimulus bill was focused on job creation. The problem is that in 
order to advance this stimulus bill he had to make some conces­
sions to some “liberal” Republicans. That really undermined the 
effectiveness of the stimulus package—we ended up putting a fix 
for the alternative minimum tax in there. And it is also very clear 
that the economic tools that have the greatest cumulative effect are 
things like investment in infrastructure and even things like in­
vestment in food stamps, because these things feed right into the 
economy. But instead, these things were not placed as highly in the 
stimulus bill as they should have been or got cut out. So the fact is 
that the stimulus bill, even as expensive as it was, was not enough 
and was not targeted enough to stimulate the economy in order to 
really deal with the issue of jobs. And here we are at 10.2 percent 
unemployment. If you look at black men between sixteen and thir­
ty, unemployment is above 34 percent, which is incredible.

Obama is being led by people whom he trusts but who are not 
looking at the well-being of the average working person but are 
more focused on the needs of the large interests on Wall Street. So 
we have to continue to push and advocate policies that are going to 
do something that will actually help working people. I am happy 
that we are about to pass a bill about a consumer protection 
agency (an idea by Elizabeth Warren). We passed the bill through 
the financial services committee of the house, so the idea is moving 
forward. And I expect something similar from the Senate. So there 
is a whole series of financial regulations moving forward now that 
will be in the public interest rather than in the interests of Wall 
Street.

Let me just say it again, this whole thing from back in Septem­
ber 15,2008, really caught nearly every member of Congress by 
surprise. We were told on a Friday that the economy was going to 
crash unless we passed a bailout bill of $800 billion. It was on the 
house floor that Monday. It failed, if you recall. The largest drop in 
the Dow Industrial Average in history took place on that same day,
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and on the following Friday we ended up passing the bill with a 
few extras in it, like money for the IMF. So Obama did push this 
policy, but the truth is that the enormous bailout bill was passed on 
Bush’s watch, not Obama’s. And it happened so fast and the scare 
tactics were so intense and the ability to actually digest what was 
really going on in the economy was so little, that we ended up pass­
ing this enormous bailout bill. That was the reality of that scenario. 
Obama has been in office for the last ten months, and in that time, 
we have been moving legislation forward to try to correct that 
shift, but it is still very much in flux. I am on the financial services 
committee, and I think we will see real change in the financial reg­
ulatory system, but it has yet to be concluded at this point

ML: Do you have any speculation as to why Obama did not 
make reform a condition to pouring hundreds of billions of dollars 
into the banks?

KE: Well, I can tell you that he wasn’t the president at the time 
the bailout was passed. But I can tell you that... the bill started out 
as a four-page bill, and it ended up as a 105-page bill with what we 
believed were safeguards for the public money. And still we end up 
with banks that received TARP funds not lending to smaller 
banks, and small community banks not able to receive TARP 
funds. Still we end up with massive bonuses for Wall Streeters who 
helped ruin the economy. It is a difficult set of circumstances. But 
what I say is we just have to dig in, get our perspective clear, and 
push forward in the public interest.

ML: The Congress recently passed a bill to oppose the Gold- 
stone report that presented a prima facie case that both Israel and 
Hamas had engaged in human rights violations in the Operation 
Cast Lead war in Gaza. That happened after the Obama White 
House issued a statement saying that the Goldstone report was 
significantly flawed, even though it did not point out any flaws. You 
voted on the other side of that issue, and maybe you could tell us 
why.

KE: The reason I voted on the other side of the issue is because 
the Goldstone report really is a compilation of information that 
Goldstone acquired while talking with people in Gaza, and also 
there are twenty-six pages devoted to the war crimes and crimes 
against humanity committed by Hamas. It is not really a judicial 
document. So obviously any person could probably pick it apart 
and find that it was not completely accurate. But to me the issue 
was not whether the Goldstone report was a perfect report, the 
issue was did it raise issues that any free democratic society should 
look into? And I thought it did those things.

In my opinion, Justice Richard Goldstone is a highly qualified 
individual—he is a well-intentioned individual. The mere fact that 
someone could parse that report, all 574 pages of it, and find some­
thing that is inconsistent to argue with is really irrelevant. The real 
issue is, should the U.S. Congress be in the business of suppressing 
inquiry? Should we be in the business of even taking a look at what 
the possible problems could have been with Operation Cast Lead 
and with the rocketing of innocent civilians in southern Israel? 
That was my problem.

Unfortunately, the issue around Goldstone has devolved into: 
“Do you completely agree or disagree with Goldstone? If you com­
pletely agree, maybe you aren’t a friend of Israel, and if you com­
pletely disagree, than maybe you are.” And I think that is just a

false choice.
In the past Israel was willing to investigate charges of human 

rights abuses, and doing so didn’t harm Israeli society—in fact, it 
strengthened it. It lent greater credibility to Israel as a military 
power when it was willing to say that Ariel Sharon was at least in­
directly responsible for the Falangist massacre of several hundred 
civilians in the Sabra and Shatila Palestinian refugee camps in 
Lebanon, and that the murder of those Palestinians was foresee­
able. It didn’t make Israel a weaker country, it made it a stronger 
country. It is something that the terrorists trying to destroy Israel 
would never do. You are not going to see any inquiries being done 
by Hamas, I don’t think. The fact is that free democratic societies 
have the power to look at themselves, and they must and they 
should. I have enough confidence in Israel to do that, and the peo­
ple who voted to suppress the Goldstone report may not agree that 
they lack confidence in Israeli society, but I think that they are, be­
cause they are trying to say that Israel can’t withstand scrutiny, and 
I think that Israel can. In my opinion, it didn’t make sense to try to 
pass a resolution suppressing the Goldstone report.

ML: Do you find that you are under special scrutiny or critique 
from the Jewish world, or the part of the Jewish world that be­
lieves that Israel’s policies must be supported blindly regardless of 
their moral values, simply because any criticism of Israel is illegiti­
mate? Do you find yourself under greater scrutiny from that sec­
tion of the Jewish world because you are a Muslim?

KE: No, I don’t see it that way. The Jewish community in my 
district in Minneapolis and I have an excellent relationship. We 
talk all the time. We usually agree on everything. Sometimes there 
are some things with certain individuals that I don’t agree on, and 
we have a frank, open dialogue. I don’t feel like I am being picked 
on or like a victim, or anything like that.

ML: Good. So, you are aware that the Jerusalem Post printed 
an article by Daniel Pipes identifying you and Tariq Ramadan as 
intellectual challengers to American values who are even more 
significant than the physical attack from terrorists. And I wonder 
if you have any response to that, or what you thought of that?

KE: I think that it is a paranoid and conspiratorial point of view 
and that it is absolutely devoid of any factual support. And that it 
should not be considered a serious observation.

Here is the thing: I believe in democracy. I believe conflict in so­
ciety should be resolved through election. I believe in the rights of 
women and minorities. I believe in equality in front of the law for 
all people. These are not the views of an extremist. I believe in reli­
gious tolerance. I support interfaith dialogue everywhere. I sup­
port Israel. I support the Palestinian people and I support their 
aspiration for a state. I support Israel’s aspiration to live in peace 
and security but side-by-side with that state. So Daniel Pipes’s 
point of view is simply not accurate. I make no personal ad 
hominem attacks against Mr. Pipes—I don’t know Mr. Pipes—and 
I am sure he has reasons for thinking what he thinks; I am not sug­
gesting they are legitimate reasons, I am sure they are not. But I 
am sure he has justification for his thoughts. I wouldn’t mind talk­
ing to the man one day because anybody so seriously incorrect re­
ally needs some time and attention with people who can help him 
develop a greater level of understanding. That is all I have to say 
about that. ■
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AMERICAN
DEPRESSIOl

by Harriet Fraad

A
n  unn atural  ec o n o m ic  and  psychological  d isa ster  has stru ck  Am e r ic a . F ive 
contributors, each interacting with and shaping the others, have devastated the American 
moral, economic, psychological, and social landscape. Each is fed by related streams, but 
each contributes its own force to the disaster. The American dream in which each genera­
tion surpassed the previous generation in real wages has all but disappeared, along with 

dreams of an intact family, a steady job, a home, and an honest supportive community.
This article looks at each of live collaborators in the crisis in order to answer the following questions: 
How did this happen? What forces are responsible?
Why are Americans passive as millions lose their homes, their jobs, their families, their hopes of jus­

tice, and the American dream?
Why do Americans remain disorganized at home while their European and Asian counterparts flood 

into the streets and strike in militant, organized protest? Why do others believe in their potential to re­
claim their lives while we do not?

What happened is a result of at least five major, interrelated forces. One is a transformation of 
American morality, and with it the loss of belief that the social and political realms could be shaped by 
morality, ethics, and secular spirituality. Another is an economic depression. A third is a transformation 
of the family, which has been the foundation of American emotional life. A fourth is the decimation 
of Americans' social participation in all areas, from bridge clubs and PTAs to political parties. A fifth is 
the tranquilizing and numbing of the American population with psychotropic medications.

I. The Crisis in Morality and Social Ethics
Let us begin  w it h  the  first  oe our  contributors: Am erican  ethics, morality, and spirituality. 
The same forces that decimated our economic, psychological, and social landscapes have transformed 
our sense of morality and social ethics. The shared dream of an ethical, moral society that dominated the 
United States until the 1.970s has systematically eroded. In the 1960s it was common to believe that 
morality and spirituality include a concern for all human beings, rich and poor alike. The biggest push 
against those social ethics began with Reagans presidency in 1981. It continued in Reagan’s second term 
and was reinforced by each president until its (we hope) final act in the presidency of George W. Bush.

Reagans basic ideology was that people are poor because they lack incentives. He claimed that pooi- 
peoples noble drive to get rich is eroded by social programs that permit them to survive or, in his term, 
“ffeeload.” In this framework, income tax cuts increase the incentive to work and get rich, so all are ex­
pected to benefit from them. In 1980 the highest incomes were taxed at 73 percent. In 2009 those same 
high incomes were taxed at half that rate, 35 percent. Of course the percentage of tax on the highest in­
comes is actually even lower, since the wealthiest Americans can hire tax accountants to help them evade 
taxes. Reagan used his famous veto power to cut a huge range of social programs from biomedical
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Top: Neiv Jersey Governor 
Thomas Kean (left) and U.S.

President Ronald Reagan 
celebrate their opposition to 

taxes with an oversized 
replica o f a defaced income 

taxform  in 1985.

Below: Malachi Harris, one 
o f  Boston’s homeless, camps 
out in a vacant lot in 1987- 

Boston Mayor Raymond 
Flynn blamed the sharp rise 
in  hunger and homelessness 
in 1987on Reagan’s policies.

The United States went from  
being the most egalitarian 

western industrialized 
society in  1970 to the least 

egalitarian in 2009-

research, to social security for disabled Americans, to clean water, to expanded Head Start. 
At the same time, he increased the military budget while decrying big government.

That pattern has been repeated ever since, which is how, according to the Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development, the United States went from being the most 
egalitarian western industrialized society in 1970 to the least egalitarian in 2009.

In addition, the Soviet model of socialism failed. It did not provide the kind and ethical 
societies that are part of a socialist vision. The mass of people believed that the Soviet Union 
was communism. Left-wing class analyses of the failure of Soviet Communism, such as Bet- 
telheim’s in the late 1970s or Resnick and Wolff’s in 2002, were not widely read or embraced. 
Both of those analyses demonstrate that the USSR and its satellites exemplified class soci­
eties in which a bureaucratic class appropriated wealth and made crucial decisions affecting 
the lives of the mass of people. They explain that the USSR failed because it was not a com­
munist society. It was not a society in which the people in each workplace decided what to 
produce, and also collected their own profits and decided together how to distribute those 
profits. Because these left-wing class interpretations were few and largely unembraced, a so­
cialist or communist dream seemed doomed to end in rigid, bureaucratic, and undemocratic 
societies that were rejected by their own people. People lost faith in a secular dream.

Slowly there has been a transformation of our morality and ethics. Where our morality 
once required the United States to embody our ethics in the world and empower all citizens, 
it has shifted so that our morality now consists of requiring conservative personal and sexual 
behavior. Within that morality Clinton committed an impeachable crime by lying about hav­
ing sex with an intern, while Bush and Cheney did not commit impeachable crimes by lying 
about the threat from Iraq and thus causing the deaths of over four thousand U.S. soldiers 
and hundreds of thousands of Iraqi civilians, or by torturing prisoners. It is not considered 
immoral to spend between six billion and twelve billion dollars a week on the war in Iraq 
while cutting school and social programs for needy families because “there is not enough 
money.” The secular morality that made America a proudly democratic and egalitarian na­
tion has deteriorated. We are experiencing a national moral, ethical, and spiritual crisis.

2. The Dying of the Economic Dream
A  SE C O N D  C O N T R IB U T O R  TO  A M E R IC A N  PASSIVITY IS T H E  E C O N O M IC  C R IS IS  FR O M  W H IC H

we are suffering. Let us look at our history in order to understand what happened. From 
1820-1970, the United States experienced a unique period of ever-increasing prosperity. For 
150 years, U.S. salaries rose together with ever-increasing worker productivity. For 150 years, 
each generation was able to afford a better standard of living than the generation that 
preceded it. That was the American dream.

Unlike their European counterparts, Americans did not enjoy working-class solidarity 
with other workers whose families and social organizations, unions and political parties were 
inflected by a history of overt class struggle fought as proudly permanent members of the 
working class. Europeans organized their working unions along political lines. They fought 
for better conditions as part of the ideology of long-term communist and socialist struggles 
for ownership and control of their workplaces.

The U.S. labor movement is not informed by a struggle for worker ownership of the busi­
nesses that produce U.S. goods and services. Decisions about what to produce and the right 
to appropriate and distribute profits are left to corporate boards o f directors. Americans ac­
cepted the capitalist system in which each generation had relatively prospered. American 
labor fought for an increasing amount of income that would permit workers to consume 
more goods and services, a system in which each generation could move to jobs considered 
more prestigious and lucrative within the capitalist hierarchy. Blue-collar workers’ children 
could become white-collar, and white-collar children could become professionals in the next 
generation (particularly if they were not just white-collar but white, period). U.S. growth per­
mitted ever-increasing real wages and possibilities for consumption. Even in the Great 
Depression from 1929-1939, real wages, the amount that one could buy with one’s wages, 
were able to rise because prices fell even faster than wages.

18 T I K K U N W W W T I K K U N . O R G J A N U A R Y / F E B R U A R Y  2 0 1 0



That ever-increasing prosperity stopped in 1970. By 1970 the introduction of computers, 
better telecommunications, and more efficient transportation enabled jobs to be outsourced 
to lower-paid workers overseas. Competing factories in Europe and Japan, which had been 
decimated by World War II, were now vying for U.S. markets. Then China emerged as a 
manufacturing giant. Competition reduced the U.S. share of both domestic and global mar­
kets. The outsourcing of American jobs to cheaper labor markets was not stopped by militant 
unions, which were unable to achieve the powerful “runaway shop” laws that were won in 
other nations. Nor did militant unions force the creation of a tight safety net to catch workers 
in financial distress.

For a long time, there was a relative scarcity of white male workers available for the jobs 
reserved for white males in America’s racially and sexually segregated job markets. White 
male workers, who were accustomed to receiving increasing real wages and living a lifestyle 
of ever-greater consumption, could no longer support their families on their frozen wages. 
Americans' sense of self worth was in large part dependent on their net worth. They became 
increasingly depressed. Their sense of personal value was cut with their salaries. This hap­
pened as the advertising industry' burgeoned. Advertising continuously and relentlessly sells 
consumption as the path to happiness. Consumption was undermined and with it stability, 
prosperity, and a sense of personal success.

3. What Produced the Crisis in Personal and Family Life?
E c o n o m ic  d e s p e r a t io n  p u s h e d  m any  m o r e  w o m e n  in t o  t h e  labor  fo r c e  to  
increase money for the household. Previous to the 1970s, most white, nonimmigrant 
American women entered the labor force only in times of particular and urgent family need: 
upon divorce, or if a husband died, was ill, unemployed, or deserted his family. Womens 
labor outside the home provided some safety in times of emergency. In 1970,40 percent of 
U.S. women were in the labor force, mostly part time. By the year 2008,75 percent of U.S. 
women were in the labor force, mostly frill time. Many women enjoyed the greater autonomy, 
variation, and creativity that jobs could provide. Many others were forced by economic neces­
sity to work outside of their homes in routinized dead-end jobs with scarce assistance from 
governmental supports for day care, after-school programs, or elder care.

Womens work outside o f the home helped to improve the standard of living for most 
families, but it did not compensate families for lost white male wages. Womens wage work 
imposes not only the obvious expenses of additional clothing and transportation, but also the 
costs of purchasing some of the goods and services that women previously produced at home 
free of charge, such as cooking, mending, cleaning, shopping, and child care. Those goods 
and services are crucial. Once they become commodified in the marketplace, they become 
expensive. The latest figures from Salaiy.com indicate that if a stay-at-home mother in the 
United States were replaced by paid domestic products and services, the cost would be 
$122,732 a year. The domestic products produced and services rendered by a mom who 
wrorks outside of the home would cost $76,184 per year.

Even with women flooding into the labor force, families were still financially hurting. 
Working women had no time to perform full-time household labor and child care, and there 
was still not enough money for consumption. More money was accumulating at the top 
while the mass of Americans suffered from frozen wages. The wealthy then promoted the 
credit card to lend to Americans the money that they formerly would have earned in growing 
wages. Families became dependent on credit card debt. Since the interest rate on cred­
it cards ranges from 15 percent to 25 percent, Americans descended into debt at record- 
breaking levels.

The living standard o f Americans deteriorated psychologically as well. In American cul­
ture, women provide most of the emotional labor to make home a warm and comfortable 
place for men and children. It is women who usually arrange childrens social lives and activi­
ties, from play dates to dental appointments. Women are usually the directors of adult social 
life as well. Indeed, women are usually in charge o f emotional life for the entire family. The 
more women work outside o f the home without social support in the form of child care
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programs and domestic help, the more stressed, overworked, and emotionally unavailable they 
become. Overwhelmed women have less energy for the roles of social director and organizer, as 
well as emotional and physical caregiver. Households are hurting emotionally. When Bush took 
office in 2000, he cut many of the already hobbled social programs that allowed families to sur­
vive. Families are in trouble.

Women are no longer willing to work outside of the home, do the lion’s share of the domestic 
work, and simultaneously take care of their children’s and husbands’ physical and emotional 
needs largely unaided either by their husbands or by social programs. For the first time in 
American history, the majority of women are abandoning marriage. Women now initiate two- 
thirds of divorces. Half of first marriages and 60 percent of second marriages end in legal sepa­
ration or divorce. These impressive figures do not include the many people who end their 
marriages outside of the legal system.

When men’s emotional relationships with women break down, they have little intimate 
emotional support. Women usually count on other women to emotionally sustain them. 
Women still manage to befriend and support each other on a personal level in a way that few 
men can. These changes in households and family life are a third tributary to Americas deluge 
of disaster. Americans have lost both the financial dream of ever-increasing prosperity and con­
sumption, and also the emotional family dream of a stable family connected by a present wife 
creating emotional connection and domestic order. In short, Americans have lost what was the 
comfort of home.

4. Americans’ Increasing Isolation from One Another
A FOURTH DISASTER IS CLOSELY RELATED. T H E  FREEZE IN U.S. REAL WAGES COINCIDED WITH 

the beginning of Americans’ increasing isolation from one another. Beginning once again in the 
1970s, nearly all social connections between Americans declined. The decay in U.S. social life 
was an almost total phenomenon. It extended from i mi ting friends to dinner, to joining bridge 
clubs or bowling leagues, to volunteering for noncontroversial activities such as the PTA or Red 
Cross blood drives, to participating in more controversial activities such as working for a cause 
or a political candidate.

There was growth in social participation in evangelical religious groups; gay, lesbian, 
bisexual, and transgender (GLBT) groups; internet groups; and self-help groups. However, 
membership in self-help groups, America’s greatest social participation growth area, was out­
numbered two to one by drop-outs from bowling leagues alone, according to Robert Putnam’s 
2000 book, BowlingAlone, which I have drawn on for statistics throughout this section.

Several inconclusive theories have emerged as to why Americans have dropped out ofU.S. 
social life and civic life.

Women dropping out of social activities because of working frill time outside of the home ac­
counts for only 10 percent of the overall dropout rate.

One might attribute U.S. social desertion to the phenomenon o f busyness, but that too is an 
insufficient explanation. The average American watches four hours of television a day, which 
would be difficult to manage with an intensely busy schedule. The Internet may seem like a re­
placement for social interaction, but the Internet isolates people as well as connects them.

Extensive television viewing may be a culprit since more people relate to their television sets 
than to each other, and the heaviest viewing correlates to the least social participation. But sure­
ly this is a symptom as much as a cause of the problems that isolate Americans. I say this be­
cause extensive television viewing is reported by the viewers themselves as so unsatisfying that 
it leaves them “not feeling so good." Their descriptions portray it as an addiction that compels 
without satisfying. An overwhelming number of viewers watch for the purpose of distraction or 
entertainment. Television functions as an escape from loneliness, changed gender expectations, 
and looming economic disaster.

Perhaps the greatest reason is that Americans are psychologically and also physically 
exhausted. They have fewer vacations and longer workweeks than any of their Western Euro­
pean counterparts. Activity in society, including activity in politics, has become a luxury good 
for those fortunate few who have extra time and energy. The Left's natural constituency, the
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mass o f Americans, is exhausted, disillusioned, and in despair. To add to their despair, the 
tremendous wealth at the top of society has been used to fund right-wing media outlets like 
Fox News, to name just one example. Right-wing media promote the idea that there is no al­
ternative to the status quo. At the same time, the skewed distribution of wealth allows vast 
sums to be given to politicians who advance the fortunes of those who pay their way. Im­
mense wealth is invested in weakening the regulations against enormous giving at the top. 
These developments increase the conviction that ordinary people make no difference in pol­
itics. They have no voice. The force o f the Left is further weakened.

5. The Drugging of America
T h e  f if t h  t r ib u t a r y  th a t  h e l p e d  to  c rea te  o ur  d e l u g e  o f  d isa s t e r  is  both  a 
cause and an effect of Americas social breakdown. This is the numbing of Americans with 
psychotropic drugs. In 2006, Americans, who make up approximately 6 percent of the 
worlds population, consumed 66 percent of the worlds supply of antidepressants. In 2002, 
more than 13 percent of Americans were taking Prozac alone. Prozac is one ofthirty available 
antidepressants. Anti-anxiety drugs, such as Zoloft, are so widely prescribed that in the year 
2005, the $3.1 billion sales of Zoloft exceeded the sales for Tide detergent.

Many of these drugs, which are also called “cosmetic drugs” or ‘life-enhancing drugs," are 
diagnosed for loneliness, sadness, life transitions, or concentration on task performance. 
I hey have been normalized through extensive direct-to-consumer advertising and market­
ing to doctors who are financially rewarded for recommending them to colleagues. Regula­
tions that once restrained the widespread promotion and sales of these powerful drugs have 
been relaxed to the point of near nonexistence. The United States is the only Western nation 
that permits direct-to-consumer drug advertising. We are also the only nation without price 
controls on drugs. Psychiatric drugs are so ubiquitous that the pharmaceutical industry is the 
most profitable industry in America, and antidepressants are their most profitable products.

What Can We Do?
Th e  c u r r e n t  d isa s t e r  d id  n o t  ju s t  h a p p e n  w it h  t h e  r e c e n t  b u r st  o f  t h e  
stock market and housing bubbles. Americans somewhere knew for a long time that we 
could not pay our credit card bills or our mortgages. Somewhere, unconsciously, we had to 
know that disaster was approaching. We responded with denial, withdrawal, depression, and 
dissociation accomplished with the aid of extensive television viewing and preoccupation 
with scandals and celebrities.

Each o f the five tributaries flowed together to drown the mass o f Americans in debt, 
family dissolution, isolation, and drug-induced apathy. In response to the original questions 
that inspired this article, we now need to ask another question: what can we do about it? 
Americans may now be looking for change. They elected a president who promised change. 
That change has not happened. Where else can we look?

Capitalism needs and breeds consumerism. We are surrounded by advertisements for 
products. Ubiquitous advertising has a blighting side effect. The presentation o f all 
human connection now carries a price tag for a branded product. Scenes of connection 
with a group of friends include, for example, Budweiser beer. The devoted mother is 
washing your clothes with Tide. The sexy woman, whom men want and women want to 
be, seems to come with the sleek Toyota. Ads appear whenever we turn on our computers 
or read newspapers or magazines. Product placement is present in almost every film. Tel­
evision, Americas mass entertainment, embraces product placement and explicit adver­
tising directed to all ages. Capitalist consumerism coveys the message that relationships 
happen with and through products. There are too few scenes of people trying honestly to 
connect and surmount their real economic, social, and emotional problems through hon­
est discussion and negotiation. We need more images of people who enjoy their connec­
tion and work through the difficult times involved in creating close, mutual, nurturing 
relationships. How do we manage to effect change within this environment? Where are 
the contradictions that create openings?

P R O Z A C

TV and Prozac: When are they 
valuable to us and when do we 
use them to numb ourselves?
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A Time When Noncommercial Values Are Attractive
O n e  o p p o r t u n it y  fo r  c h a n g e  h a s  e m e r g e d  d u e  to  t h e  r e c e n t  c a pita list  
collapse, which has intensified American suffering. People can no longer afford the brand- 
name products seen on TV. Their economic woes reveal the relentless hustling of now unaf­
fordable consumer products. They try generics, unknown brands, and less consumption, and 
often find them just as good. This presents us with an opening to question. New, noncommer­
cial values can form.

Since Americans are hooked on the mass media, and the media loves anything new, the Left 
can create media-attracting new actions. The anarchist group that formed around a book 
called The Coming Insurrection got full media attention when a well-publicized group jumped 
on stage at Barnes & Noble in New York for a spontaneous reading that began, “Everyone 
agrees it’s about to explode.” The action was widely covered for its novelty.

We can look to the four areas that have grown in the current social drought. They are, in 
order of their growth, self-help groups, internet groups, evangelical church groups, and GLBT 
groups.

Self-Help Groups
Th e  la r g est  s e l f - h e l p  g r o u p s  a r e  A lc o h o l ic s  A n o n y m o u s  a nd  N a r c o tic s  
Anonymous. Alcohol and drugs have proved to be a personal and social disaster for millions of 
Americans, who cannot function on the job and suffer havoc in their personal lives due to these 
substances. Huge alcohol and pharmaceutical lobbies push these substances on individuals 
desperate for relief from their problems. The individual solution of self-medicating with drugs 
and alcohol—promoted so efficiently by capitalism—failed terribly. In the face of that failure, 
millions join together in small groups where they share their pain and suffering within a sup­
portive, nonjudgmental collective that operates without salaries, advertisements, or financial 
charges. These twelve-step groups give the Left a window of possibility. We can add a thir­
teenth step to their twelve-step programs. We can add a step to organize against big pharma­
ceutical and liquor advertising, which profits on false promises. The Left desperately needs to 
address people’s despair and give them support. We can learn to incorporate nonjudgmental 
personal and political support, as well as psychological and political dimensions, to Ix'ft groups 
where both nonjudgmental attitudes and psychological support have been sadly lacking. The 
Left has tried too hard to focus on being correct and not enough effort on reaching people 
where they are hurting. We need to listen to people without judgment as they do in twelve-step 
programs.

The GLBT Movement
W e can also study th e  contradictions that helped  to  produce GLBT organizations. 
Advertising creates omnipresent images of happiness accessed though products that relate to 
sexual attractiveness. The sexy woman rides in the man's sleek new car. The virile man drives a 
big truck and smokes Marlboros. Multibillion-dollar industries such as the diet, cosmetic, and 
fashion industries promote products to enhance sexual attractiveness. Popular culture cele­
brates heterosexual coupling and family as ultimate happiness while avoiding mention of col­
lective joys or homosexuality.

The GLBT movement works to include those in their identity group who are excluded from 
the grand celebration of personal couple happiness built around sexual pairing. The very pres­
sure to channel complex desires into heterosexual coupling helped lead GLBT people to, as a 
group, articulate collective visions of resistance and envision new possibilities.

Since most families and relationships are breaking down, American people desperately 
need connection. Organizing creates connection. Collective dreams have a chance to replace 
the individualistic desires cultivated in capitalist America.

Q. to  O

What We Can Learn From Evangelicals’
Failures... and Successes
Co n ser v a tiv e  eva ngelical  g r o u p s  c rea te  a c o llec tiv e  v is io n  and  c o n n e c t io n  
w'hile celebrating capitalist success as God’s blessing. They provide some of what people
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desperately need and the Left ignores, such as strong verbal support for important 
work in the home and a focus on the hard work of child rearing. Conservative evan­
gelicals manage to accomplish this while sex role stereotyping that labor, as well as 
opposing every form o f non-church-based material support that actually allows 
families to stay afloat. They typically oppose single-payer health plans, Head Start 
for all, sex education (unless abstinence-based), family planning, maternity and pa­
ternity benefits, minimum wage hikes, etc. In the end they cannot deliver the sup­
port that families need. The savior they pray to has not saved them from financial 
and personal desperation and divorce.

Evangelicalism’s reduction of morality to personal morality and particularly sexual 
morality has an embarrassing side effect. Googling “evangelical scandals” results in 
3,729,000 hits in five seconds. Evangelical scandals have resulted in reduced credi­
bility. There is now an opportunity for the wider ethical spiritual morality o f the 
com m unity associated with T ik k u n  and left-leaning evangelicals connected to 
Sojourners who develop their social, economic, personal, and political morality, and 
who see political activity as an expression o f morality taken into the world. We on the 
Left have an opportunity to champion our own moral, ethical, and spiritual vision to 
Americans who desperately need both morality and hope for a better world. Evan­
gelical promotion of the centrality o f personal connection and family gives the Left 
an opening to advocate material and psychological support for all kinds of families. 
The Left urgently needs a family program to address the mass breakdown o f U.S. 
homes and families.

1 he evangelical groups can, ironically show us what we are missing. The failure of 
evangelical morality, which excludes social, economic, and political morality, may 
create an opening for a much-needed left-wing program o f social, political, econom­
ic, and personal ethics and morality for which many hunger.

Internet Organizing
There  are explicitly  political po ssib ilities  afforded  by th e  n et . M oveO n .org  
and other political groups organize and mobilize through the Web. In Iran, members 
of the opposition evaded censors, communicated with each other, and aroused na­
tional and international support through Twitter and Facebook. The Facebook ac­
count o f Neda Soltani s murder focused Iran and the world on the violent repression 
of Mousavi s supporters. That possibility exists here.

The four social growth groups springing up in America’s desert o f political oppo­
sition point out possible avenues for a Left that desperately needs direction. Let us 
return to our original questions:

Why are Americans passive as millions lose their homes, their jobs, their families, 
and the American dream?

Why do Americans remain at home, disorganized, while their European counter­
parts flood into the streets in militant, organized protests? How did this happen? 
What forces are responsible?

We can see that the cycles o f  capitalism with its relentless need for consumer 
spending and capital accumulation at the top have devastated America. We can also 
see that unbridled capitalism has created mass suffering and then turned the rage of 
those who suffer against all who need governmental assistance and against additional 
scapegoats such as homosexuals, feminists, liberals, socialists, and immigrants. We 
can create new roads to reclaim this nation by organizing and activating the mass of 
Americans who know that the ostensible “recovery” will never return what they have 
lost. We dared to elect a president who championed change verbally, who cam­
paigned on unity and respect for all, and who preserves the structures that destroyed 
our lives. En masse, we have turned to self-help  groups, evangelists, psycho- 
pharmaceutical drugs, and sexual identity politics, which do not solve the multifac­
eted crisis in which we are drowning. America needs another way. Perhaps we can 
provide it? ■
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Robert Bergman
by Peter Gabel

W
H E N  WE SAY W E SEEK T IK K U N  O LAM — TO HEAL T H E  W O R LD — WE

implicitly refer to a reservoir of human goodness, a wholeness from 
which we are alienated and which we call upon each other to restore 
or even to make manifest in a more complete way for the first time. 
We don’t mean that the world must be fixed, like a fence, but that 

there is a truth within us as social beings that has become distorted and masked from 
our own awareness, and yet that can be felt, intuited, and known, and therefore healed 
from its present fallen state. But to make the case for a tikkun  olatn—to really convince 
ourselves and one another that this convulsive social healing is possible and is therefore 
the necessary moral project o f our lives—we need decisive reminders that we ab­
solutely do know what we’re talking about, that we are referring to something real 
within and between us that calls upon us to resolve the social illness that separates us 
and makes us unwell.

The photographic portraits o f Robert Bergman—currently on display at the 
National Gallery in Washington, D.C., at the Museum of Modern Art’s P.S.l art center 
in Queens, and at the Yossi Milo Gallery on West 25th Street in Manhattan-provide a 
decisive reminder of this kind. These breathtaking works of art, of which we offer one 
example on this page, bring us face to face with other human beings. But unlike most 
face-to-face encounters in which the outsides of two faces are visible to each other from 
within each viewer’s subjective isolation booth, the encounters made possible by 
Bergman’s photos provide sudden moments of the discovery o f mutual Presence, in 
which we are pulled out of our customary withdrawn state, the key symptom of our 
illness, and into a sacred contact with the humanity of the other behind and through 
the image of the face itself. I call these works breathtaking because they unfailingly 
cause an interruption or disturbance of my breathing as I experience the shock, and the 
relief, of being brought into an experience of mutual recognition with one after another 
of the human beings Bergman portrays—and I believe they will do the same for anyone 

who contemplates them at full size in the gallery. In each case the trappings o f a  social identity are 
there that convey a definite impression of a particular life's circumstances—of one or another legacy < )f 
suffering and solitude and also of resilience, determination, and effort—but the accumulation of past 
influences is in every case transcended by an uncanny illumination, a manifestation ol the Holy Spii it 
that conveys a sense of universal vulnerability and at the same time invincible spiritual strength.

The aesthetic of postmodernism is at odds with the spiritual activism of the Tikkun  community 
because it celebrates irony, the glancing blow, a “quotation mark” approach to the social world that 
seeks to evade being trapped in false representations of the self, and in so doing participates in the 
Fear of the Other that is the source of our problem in the first place. Bergman’s art rows mightily in 
the other direction. Like postmodernism, Bergman takes on the false world masquerading as real, 
but he does so by making present our inner authenticity and our longing for social redemption 
through the act o f recognition of who we really are. Instead of stranding us in our own isolation 
through clever facade-puncturing deconstruction, Bergman pulls us straight through the world of 
appearances and, by making who we really are manifest, shows us in our hearts that healing to be­
come this who-we-really-are is our moral destiny, is what we’re supposed to be doing with our lives.

The portraits are up only until January 10 at the National Gallery, January 9 at the iossi Milo 
Gallery, and January 4 at P.S.l. So start the New Year right and get out and see them if you're able. We 
will ourselves exhibit Bergman’s portraits on our online art gallery from January 6. For the Tikkun 
Daily Art Gallery, go to www.tikkun.org/daily and click on “Art Gallery.” ■

Robert Bergman 
Untitled, 1990 

Inkjet print, printed2004 
Approx, image size 24 "x l6 ” 

Courtesy o f the 
National Gallery o f Art
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Waking Up from Denial
by Jordi Pigem

Whether sleepwalking or, as 
here, upbeat, the dollar-driven 
giant is "crushing communities 
and ecosystems under its feet 
while immersed in the reverie 
o f  an outdated worldview,” 
the author writes.

H
OW FAR DOES TH E CRISIS REACH?

I believe the current crisis has hit more than the core of 
neoliberalism and even capitalism. What now has fallen 
into crisis is the whole worldview o f economism: the belief 
that the key element of society is the economy, which is con­

ceived of as a purely abstract, quantifiable, and self-sufficient system, aloofly 
independent of the biosphere that hosts it. This goes hand in hand with the 
belief that material welfare is the key to human fulfillment. Economism is 
common to both capitalism and Marxism. To see the economy as the key to 
everything may have seemed common sense to many of us, but it would 
have been regarded as a preposterous delusion in most other human cul­
tures, which generally saw the key o f their universe in more intangible ele­
ments—cultural, ethical, or religious.

But not only economism is in crisis, because the current crisis is systemic, 
not just economic. It has an obvious ecological dimension (biodiversity loss, 
destruction of ecosystems, pollution, climate change), and it also affects our culture, our goals 
and values, and our personal lives.

We are in a systemic crisis that we managed to ignore because we were under the spell of 
the alluring figures of economic growth, and because the pleasures and promises o f con­
sumerism were bribing our consciousness. Our economy was like a somnambulant giant, 
crushing communities and ecosystems under its feet while immersed in the reverie of an out­
dated worldview. Now the mirage o f unlimited economic growth is vanishing and we 
suddenly realize we cannot carry on neglecting the ecological crisis, the cultural crisis, the cri­
sis of values. We have mountains of data, hundreds of theories, and many answers, but most 
of them are o f little use for the new questions that are being asked. What is now in crisis is the 
whole modem worldview, which is suddenly out of date, desperately crying out to be replaced.

This crisis, therefore, is not only an opportunity to move forward into economic and social 
arrangements that are more just, sustainable, and meaningful. It is also an invigorating cold 
shower, a wake-up call, an opportunity to rise out of denial. Welcome to the real world.

Economics as if the World Mattered
As K a r l  P o l a n y i  e x p l a i n e d  i n  T h e  G r e a t  T r a n s e o r m a t i o n , i t  i s  u n p r e c e d e n t e d  

that a whole culture would be under the sway of the economy. Indeed, in all human cultures 
until not so long ago, the economy occupied a limited area within the bounds of ethical, 
social, and religious considerations. Through some magical trick, we’ve now inserted society 
into the economy, instead of having the economy as a part o f society. The global economy 
claims to be above all things, and yet it is only a franchise of the biosphere, without which it 
would have no water, no air, and no life.

Keynes is back, we hear. But John Maynard Keynes, possibly the foremost economist of 
the twentieth century, was already—three generations ago—criticizing the trend to reduce 
everything to economic values: “We destroy the beauty of the countryside because the 
unappropriated splendours of nature have no economic’ value. We are capable of shutting 
off the sun and stars because they pay no dividend.”

In his late years, Keynes pointed to a young German economist as the best candidate to

.Jordi Pigem is a Catalan philosopher who has taught at Schumacher College and at the University o f 
Barcelona. His latest book is Buena crisis: Hacia un mundo postmaterialista (Good Crisis: The 
Coming Age of Postmaterialism).
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take on his mantle—someone who, according to Keynes, was able to make figures sing. That 
was E. F. Schumacher, who in the early 1970s published a classic of ecological economics, Sm all is 
Beautiful—a critique o f the modern obsession with giantism and acceleration that called for “eco­
nomics as if people mattered." Schumacher knew that any economic theory is based on an underlying 
view of the world and of human nature. And still today, in the twenty-first century, in spite of quan­
tum physics and transpersonal psychology, mainstream economics is based on a nineteenth-century 
worldview: it is a reductionistic and fragmenting approach that regards the world as a random sum 
of inert and quantifiable objects and tends to pit human beings against each other and against nature. 
Back in 1973, Schumacher diagnosed that “the modem economy is propelled by a frenzy of greed and 
indulges in an orgy of envy, and these are not accidental features but the very aiuses of its expansion­
ist success," adding that nowadays we are “too clever to be able to survive without wisdom.”

Bioeconomists and ecological economists were aware that the quest for economic growth had 
turned into a race against the biosphere and against common sense, and quite a few of them had seen 
this crisis coming since the pace of economic globalization speeded up. Others seem to have foreseen 
it much earlier. In Money and  Magic, the Swiss bioeconomist Hans Christoph Binswanger looked at 
Goethes Faust as a critique of the Faustian modem economy, ahead of its time. Money—our favorite 
substitute symbol of immortality—becomes so addictive that we give away our souls for it. In the 
fourth act of the second part, Faust defines his deepest yearning in this way: “Property and power I 
shall gain." Foreshadowing our hyperactive society, he adds, “Action is everything." Alchemy has been 
replaced by financial speculation: the point is to make artificial gold that can grow endlessly out of 
nothing. About 98 percent of economic transactions in today's world do not correspond to the real 
economy but to a cra\ing for profit that moves swiftly in abstract realms, cut off from real assets and 
from ethiail, social, or ecological criteria.

The Cognitive Bubble
I n  o th er  cultures t h e  ultimate purpose  of hum an  life  was to  honor  Go d  or th e  gods, to 
flow in harmony with the world, or to live in wisdom and peace. Yet in our society the ultimate pur­
pose of life has been to increase GDP forever and ever. On the altars o f this creed, everything else has 
been sacrificed, including the sense o f the divine, respect for all creatures, and inner peace. Our 
economy has been the first truly universal religion. The ora et labora (pray and work) o f medieval 
monks was replaced by another way to paradise: producing and consuming. As David Loyhas noted, 
“The discipline of economics is less a science than the theology of this new religion.” Its a religion that 
has something o f an opiate of the masses (Marx), a belief system that is hostile to life (Nietzsche), and 
a childish delusion (Freud). For decades the economic system managed to deny the evidence about 
the limits to growth and about the environmental and social disruption it was generating. Now the 

economic system has started to collide with the physical limits of reality. It is time to account for 
the denial it has been based on.

Let’s imagine that tomorrow at noon an unforeseen solar eclipse occurs. Profes­
sional astronomers would have failed us, but we could not blame them personally. 
It would signal the need in astronomical theory for a paradigm shift, such as the 
one with which Copernicus, Kepler, and Galileo overturned medieval cosmology. 
Instead of patching up the old astronomical theory with more epicycles, scientists 
should completely transform it. In 1989 it was said that all political scientists 

should resign, given that none had foreseen that the Berlin Wall was about to 
collapse. It has also been said that most professionals in economics should re­

sign for not having foreseen the scope of the current global crisis. Other than 
Nouriel Roubini (originally regarded as an eccentric), no major conven­

tional economist seems to have been aware enough of it. No less worrying 
than the crisis of the economic system is the collapse of conventional ap­

proaches to economics that reality has completely overridden.
There is a much older and bigger bubble than the financial and 

the property ones: it is the cognitive bubble—the bubble that sus­
tains the worldview o f economism. I n this (continuedon /xigc 66)
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Justice in Jerusalem:
No More Spinning Our Wheels

by Josh Healey

*
I

’M G O N N A  BE HEAL W IT H  YOU — I WAS E X C ITE D  TH A T J S T R E E T  O R G A N IZ E R S

invited me to the groups founding conference. Excited to be part of the conver­
sation o f progressive, peace-seeking Jewish Americans that had found a new, 
stronger voice in Washington. Excited to push con­
ference attendees toward language and policies of 

real justice and human rights for Palestinians, not just a 
“peace process” that perpetuates Israeli supremacy. And ex­
cited to be pushed back; to challenge others; to debate how 
best to change American foreign policy, how to build multi­
ethnic coalitions, and how the hell we can resolve this con­
flict before we’ve all lost what humanity we have left.

So when .1 Street capitulated to a right-wing smear cam­
paign and disun ited a fellow poet and me because we had 
poems questioning the moral purity o f Israel, I was disap­
pointed. But not surprised. The more I learned about J 
Street, the more I realized that their leaders were more con­
servative than their own energized members, who had been 
wooed with promises o f “hope" and “change.” Sound famil­
iar?

Now, I voted for Obama, but I also didn’t expect him to 
usher in any transformative era unless independent social movements maintained 
strong, vocal pressure. So when J Street kicked us out, Kevin Coval (the other poet, who 
has a long, illustrious record o f  being censored for his solidarity with Palestine) and I 
wrote a public response and decided to continue our event as planned, and to open it to 
the community. The event was organized in three days, and the place was packed: 
artists, activists, youth, elders, Jews, Palestinians, and a number o f J Street conference 
attendees who left the official gathering to join the planned-then-banned dialogue.

The event itself was brilliant. Laila Al-Arian, the amazing Palestinian journalist and 
organizer whose father became a political prisoner after September 11. moderated and 
brought a much-needed perspective to the space. I did my set, followed by Kevin Coval. 
During the Q&A. an Israeli army veteran offered his support and encouraged solidarity 
with the refuseniks who won't serve in the occupation. A Palestinian woman urged us 
to write more about Palestinians as diverse, complex individuals rather than a uniform

Josh Healey performs poetry 
questioning the moral purity 
ofIsrael, wh ich got h i m 
d isi n vi tedfrom the J  Street 
national conference.

Josh Healey is a writer.; an organizer, and the author o f  Hammertime: Poems and Possibilities. 
Featured by the New York Times, NPR, and Al-Jazeera, he lives in Oakland. California, and works 
xcith Youth Speaks to empower young artists and activists.
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“Palestine.” Medea Benjamin o f Code Pink made a call to action for the Gaza Free­
dom March this December. For all these calls, there was response. There was re­
spectful, lively debate. “Culture as a Tool for Social Change” was the title o f the 
original event. Yes! This is what we do!

The most prescient moment for me was with a young Jewish student in town for J 
Street. He’d been in sessions all day, talking about the Middle East in a very policy- 
wonkish way. Hearing our poems, he told us, was the first time he’d ever cried in a 
conversation about Israel/Palestine. “I’m not sure what that means,” he said. "But I 
think it’s a good thing.”

Since our voices had been removed from the conference, he asked us what mes­
sage we wanted him to take back to those activists gathered down the block. Now  
that was a great question. I told him what my own plan is: To support J Street when 
they’re right and criticize them when they’re wrong. To build ties with other critical 
supporters, because we are stronger as a bloc, and leaders will always try to margin­
alize dissent. And to build coalitions with other organizations and com m unities 
whom we need if we are going to move toward peace and reconciliation.

As for the actual J Street conference, I followed some o f it online, and it was inter­
esting to see their next public controversy unfold. Apparently the student caucus, 
dubbed J Street U, decided to take the “pro-Israel” out of its official slogan, so it was 
just “pro-Peace.” I totally understand the students’ reasoning: for any progressive or­
ganizer to call a campaign “pro-Israel” (especially if you don t add pro-Palestine ) 
on a college campus these days is political and ethical suicide. And this is the chal­
lenge: how to build the movement on the campuses and streets o f Wisconsin and 
New York, of Ramallah and Tel Aviv, and not just in a fancy hotel in Washington.

Roberto Rivera, a hip-hop educator and friend o f mine, likes to tell progressive 
activists, “We don’t need to reinvent the w heel... we just need to put some spinners 
on it.” Translation: rather than acting in a vacuum and constantly starting organiza­
tions that end up repeating the same mistakes, let’s recognize that there is good work 
already going on, and that we should improve on (and yes, critique) that work in 
new, creative ways. This is where I’m at when it comes to the Middle East. 1 m down 
for fresh dialogues and tactics: free speech debates inside Hillels nationwide; Is­
raelis and Palestinians fasting outside checkpoints on Yom Kippur; and yes, a strate­
gic campaign targeting the occupation with boycotts, divestment, and sanctions.

If that work is being done in J Street, or Jewish Voice for Peace, or the Interna­
tional Solidarity Movement, or all o f the above, then let’s roll. It not, then how can we 
make it happen? I am honored to join Tikkun as a contributing editor in pursuing a 
progressive middle path that seeks resolution and reconciliation for both sides. 
Organizations often come and go all too quickly, yet T ikkun  has been a consistent, 
cutting-edge voice for equal justice in the Middle East.

Even within the American Jewish left, however, there is a generational divide that 
is as much about style as it is about content. One o f my goals with Tikkun  is to pro­
vide space for more young writers, artists, and activists to be heard. If we can t have 
dialogue between the Bob Dylan generation and the Invincible generation (an 
Israeli-born political emcee—look her up!), how can we expect dialogue between 
IDF soldiers and Palestinian stone-throwers?

Discourse is fundamental, but we—and more importantly the people of Palestine 
and Israel—cannot afford to spin our wheels aimlessly any longer. The status quo is 
displacement and disenfranchisement for millions o f  women, men, and children. 
Let us stand for justice for all the people o f Jerusalem. Let us put some spinners on 
our wheels and get moving. ■
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An American Peace Initiative
(Is there a nke w ay o f saying “an imposed solution”?)

by Gershon Baskin

E
l e v e n  m o n t h s  h a v e  p a s s e d  s i n c e  t h e  O b a m a  

adm inistration took over. President Obam a’s 
impact on the entire world has been dramatic and 
impressive. But it seems that the issues that 
confront the president on every front are much 

more complex than hoped for, and, as we say in Hebrew, “as 
large as the expectation—the size of the disappointment.”

There is an opportunity here and now to make a strategic 
change in Israeli-Palestinian relations, despite the fact that it 
cannot be done by traditional means.

There is close to zero chance o f  a bilateral negotiated  
Israeli-Palestinian agreement at this time, given the politi­
cal constellations in Israel and in Palestine. It is a waste o f  
tim e and even dangerous to try to  resum e a negotiated  
process that will lead to open-ended negotiations with no 
real progress.

In this region, we have already proven over and over again 
that we love to negotiate. We love peace processes. What we 
don’t like is making tough decisions. Another set of bilateral negotiations is a waste of time. 
There is nothing that can be added to the equation that was absent in the past. There is no 
chance of agreement at this time, and even getting to the negotiations will demand the full­
time attention of Middle East envoy George Mitchell. Both sides speak of no pre-conditions 
and both sides have put down pre-conditions that cannot be easily bridged. It is dangerous, 
because, as we have seen in the past over and over again, a failed and frustrating negotiation 
process can easily end up with another round of violence.

The current economic growth in the West Bank is viewed by many as a sign of stability, 
and it creates the illusion that there is no real pressure to move forward with a political peace 
process. There is new' investment and new building, employment is on the rise, young people 
are out every night in Ramallah, a cinema opened in Nablus, and a new passage for cars has 
opened in the Jenin area. At the same time, perhaps a bit less obrious to most Israelis, the ter­
ritories are percolating with political actirity. The popular resistance campaigns all around 
the territories are on the rise, and with them continued confrontations with the Israeli army. 
The Palestinian campaign to boycott Israel is gaining support, and a conference held in 
November was widely attended by Palestinian officials as well. The newly elected bodies 
established by the Fatah conference are working, organizing, and consolidating support for 
the future, including for a future uprising.

It is important to remember that both the first and the second Palestinian intifadas 
erupted at times of great economic growth and hopes. The territories are ripe for real move­
ment forward on the peace agenda. At the same time, they are also ripe for a new explosion.
I he continued settlement growth and the failure of Mahmoud Abbas to achieve a settlement 
freeze, coupled with the great disappointment that Palestinians already feel about the

There is more liveliness today 
on the streets o f Ramallah 
(above) and in the West Bank 
in general—a new energy that 
presages either real movemen t 
forward on the peace agenda or 
a new explosion o f violence. 
Gershon Baskin lays out what 
Obama needs to do to help 
ensure it is the former.

Gershon Baskin is the founder and Co-CEO ofthe Israel/Palestine Centerfor Research and Infor­
mation, as well as a member o f the Leadership o f the Green Movement Political Party, and is 
presently in the process o f founding the Centerfor Israeli Progress.
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Another nonevent. Alleged 
peacemakers make no 

progress. Israeli Defense 
M inister Ehud Barak, Israeli 

Prime M in ister Benja m in 
Netanyahu, President Obama, 

and Palestinian President 
M ahmoud Abbas meet in New 

York on September 22,2009-

Obama administration, are the ingredients of 
discontent and serve as the fertilizer for a new
uprising.

The Middle East is often likened to a car 
with two gears: forward and reverse. There is 
no neutral gear; there is no standing in place. 
In this region, if we are not moving forward 
toward peace, we are moving back to violence. 
The walls and fences will not stop the violence 
if  it erupts. The last intifada brought thousands 
of casualties and no political achievements. It 
destroyed the dwindling Israeli peace camp 
and led to the complete reoccupation of the 
West Bank and Gaza. The reverting back to 
violence is a real possibility, even though it 
seems that everyone here is tired of this con­
flict. All too often, rationality and knowing 

what is good have too little to do with what actually happens.
I have just returned from a cross-country speaking tour in the United States that 

concluded with several days of meetings in Washington. I had the opportunity to meet with 
officials and nonofficial experts in Washington. My meetings included people from Mitchells 
team and a White House official. I also met with several of the leading Middle East think- 
tank experts and the head of J Street. One of the unfortunate conclusions I drew from my 
visit to Washington is that, unless there is a rapid and substantive change in the w'ay that the 
Obama administration is handling the peace process, we are heading for a dead end or worse.

Aside from the obvious fact that the Israeli-Arab peace process is not the highest issue on 
Obama’s agenda (he’s focused first on the economy, health care, wars in Afghanistan and 
Iraq, and only then, maybe, the Israeli-Arab peace process), it seems to me that the almost 
complete reliance on Mitchell and the methodology he employs is where the problem lies.

At the same time, the Obama administration has actually done quite a bit of damage to 
the peace negotiations’ chances of moving forward. Under Palestinian and Arab pressure, the 
Obama administration adopted the position of trying to achieve a full Israeli settlement 
freeze prior to reaching negotiations. This was a grave error, not because a settlement freeze is 
not important, but because it is first of all a tactical issue and secondly it is not achievable. The 
settlers had no reason to cooperate with Netanyahu, even if he supported it, and they 
certainly had an interest in embarrassing President Obama. Netanyahu rejected outright 
the demand to include Jerusalem in any settlement freeze, and that is w'here most of the 
building today is taking place. Knowing that settlements are not popular among Israelis, 
Netanyahu strategically maneuvered the debate to the issue of Jerusalem, where there is far 
greater public consensus behind his position. Even if a settlement freeze could be achieved, 
nothing would change on the ground. The issue is not the settlement freeze; the issue is the 
border between Israel and Palestine. This is a strategic issue, and as such it should have been 
taken up by the new U.S. administration.

The Obama-Netanyahu-Abbas summit in New- York was a failure. Obama backed down 
from the call for a frill settlement freeze. Abbas was forced to meet Netanyahu under condi­
tions that he said publicly he would not agree to, and Netanyahu came out on top. Obama’s 
position was weakened because he appeared to give in to Netanyahu on this critical issue and 
wasted diplomatic ammunition in forcing the parties to come together without gains of any 
substance. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton furthered the folly when she declared that 
Netanyahu had made unprecedented progress in freezing settlements, only to withdraw that 
statement a day later at her meeting with Arab Foreign Ministers in Morocco. From the 
Middle East, this kind of political behavior looks amateurish, nonstrategic, and clearly like a 
step in the wTong direction.

So for the past months, George Mitchell and his team have been shuttling back and forth
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between various Middle Eastern capitals, negotiating on negotiations. I 
have deep respect for Mitchell, and no one can take away from him the huge 
amount of credit due to him for his past achievements. The problem is not 
the man, but his approach. As far as I can determine from my discussions 
with players in Washington, Mitchell is a deep believer in “the process” it­
self. And while people have tried to assure me that Mitchell has no intention 
of leaving the parties sitting at the table by themselves without his presence 
as an active mediator, his main objective now is to get the parties back to the 
table. This is a futile exercise. How could the current government of Israel 
and the PLO reach a comprehensive agreement on all permanent status 
issues? How could the government o f Israel and the government of Syria 
reach an agreement ending that conflict? It is almost impossible for this to 
happen. By focusing on “process” (meaning renewing negotiations) rather 
than on “substance” (meaning the principles of permanent status or the 
parameters of the agreement), we now find ourselves back in the well- 
known Middle Eastern trap of negotiating about negotiations. Nothing 
could be more futile and frustrating. The Middle East is not Northern 
Ireland. In Northern Ireland there is no endgame, there is only process. In the Middle East 
we have had eighteen years of process and little or no real substance, and in the Middle East 
the endgames are quite well known.

On both tracks the parameters of agreements are more or less known. The needs, inter­
ests, threat perceptions, and means to answer them are known on both tracks. But the 
prospect of the negotiations accomplishing their purpose seems light years away if the actors 
rely on the standard classical negotiating process (the kind of process that George Mitchell 
believes in).

Eventually, the sides must be brought back to the table, but that should happen only when 
the United States and the other members of the Quartet that created the road map (the 
European Union, UN, and Russia) place something of substance on the table. We don’t need 
to wait for the parties to the conflicts to produce that substance.

There needs to be an immediate course change, before it is too late. The techniques of the 
course are somewhat different for each context, mainly because the Israeli-Palestinian track 
is much more complex and significantly more sensitive than the Israeli-Syrian track.

The need for the course change is based on these facts:
1. The parameters of the Israeli-Palestinian peace agreement are well known.
2. There is global consensus on the parameters of that agreement.
3. A majority of Israelis and Palestinians would be willing to make the concessions 

necessary to reach peace if they believed that there were a credible partner willing and 
able to meet its obligations (and if backed by international guarantees).

4. The resolution of this conflict is a U.S. national strategic interest (and an international 
strategic interest as well), which means that the old formula stating that “the parties 
have to want it more than we do” is no longer true. The parties no longer have the 
right to veto peace and to allow the conflict to endanger the security o f the region 
and the whole world.

5. The Quartet led by the United States (henceforth referred to as just “the Quartet”), 
must not be held hostage by domestic politics associated with the United States, Israel, 
or the Palestinian Authority.

The following is what I propose for the Israeli-Palestinian track:
1. The Quartet should ask the parties to provide answers to the following questions 

within three months:
• What are the difficulties and obstacles that you face in implementing a “two states 

for two peoples” solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict?
• What are the primary concerns that you would face (including but not limited to
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domestic concerns) in implementing this solution?
• What are the primary threats that you will face as a result of implementing the solu­

tion?
• What mechanism/means would you propose to monitor, verify, and ensure the 

compliance of obligations undertaken within a peace agreement by the other side?
If one or both parties fail to respond to the request, the Quartet should inform the 
parties that their part of the exercise will be undertaken by a group of private experts. 
Noncooperation will not be rewarded and will not prevent the process from ad­
vancing. The Quartet needs to plan in advance its response to noncooperation in this 
exercise.

2. The objective of this exercise is for the parties to detail the specific difficulties they 
would face within the parameters of the well-known solutions to the conflict, without 
letting them put their maximalist positions on the table.

3. After receiving the answers from the parties, the Quartet should spend the following 
three months developing detailed answers in response to the threats and difficulties 
spelled out by the parties. A major emphasis within the Quartet plans must be on the 
role of credible third parties and third-party multinational forces (military, police, and 
Chilian forces led by the United States but without U.S. soldiers on the ground). The 
plans should not rely solely on the parties themselves to deal with those threats uni­
laterally or even bilaterally (which they have proven over the years incapable of doing).

4. The Quartet’s response to these difficulties should entail the expansion of its “diplo­
matic tool box,” which should contain both carrots and sticks. The Quartet must be 
willing to provide detailed answers (including statements about its own commit­
ments) about how to meet the real needs of both parties, as presented by the parties 
and not by the Quartet. These specific responses to possible threats and obstacles can 
serve as carrots. In other words, the Quartet should not suggest that any one of the 
threats or obstacles presented by the parties is not real. All threats must be treated with 
the utmost sincerity, and the answers provided must be based on real commitments. 
Likewise, the diplomatic toolbox must contain sticks: the consequences backed by 
commitments that the Quartet is willing to enforce if the parties fail to cooperate.

Once the Quartet has designed the package aimed at providing answers and solutions to 
the obstacles, difficulties, and threat perceptions presented by the parties, and once it has 
specified the mechanisms by which it will handle the monitoring, verification, and enforce­
ment of implementation of treaty obligations, the Quartet should place on the table for the 
parties the draft of the full peace agreement (in the format of a Declaration of Principles) in­
cluding all of the permanent status issues:

• Palestinian statehood and sovereignty
• Delineation of borders
• Security regimes and cooperation
• Jerusalem
• Refugees
• The link between the West Bank and Gaza
• Economic relations
• Water and environmental issues
• International regimes/forces
• End of conflict, end of claims
• UN Security Council Resolution

The Declaration of Principles would state that the agreement relates to all of the area (in­
cluding Gaza) that will Ire included in the implementation of the treaty as soon as the political 
situation enables such an implementation. The declaration would contain the following ele­
ments:
a. “Two states for two peoples” based on the June 4, L96'7, lines with (continued on page 66)
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Celebrity Culture 
and the Obama Brand

by Christopher Hedges

B
arack  O bama is  a b r a n d .
And the Obama brand is de­
signed to make us feel good 
about our government while 
corporate overlords loot the 

Treasury, armies o f corporate lobbyists 
grease the palms of our elected officials, our 
corporate media diverts us with gossip and 
trivia, and our imperial wars expand in the 
Middle East. Brand Obama is about being 
happy consumers. We are entertained. We 
feel hopeful. We like our president. We be­
lieve he is like us. But like all branded prod­
ucts spun out from the manipulative world 
of corporate advertising, this product is 
duping us into doing and supporting a lot of 
things that are not in our interest.

What, for all our faith and hope, has the 
Obama brand given us? His administration 
has spent, lent, or guaranteed $12.8 trillion 
in taxpayer dollars to Wall Street and insol­
vent banks in a doomed effort to re-inflate 
the bubble economy, a tactic that at best 
forestalls catastrophe and will leave us 
broke in a time of profound crisis. Brand 
Obama has allocated nearly $1 trillion in defense-related spending and the continuation of 
our doomed imperial projects in Iraq, where military planners now estimate that 70,000  
troops will remain for the next fifteen to twenty years. Brand Obama has expanded the war 
in Afghanistan, increasing the use of drones sent on cross-border bombing runs into Pak­
istan, which have doubled the number of civilians killed over the past three months. Brand 
Obama has refused to ease restrictions so workers can organize and will not consider single­
payer, not-for-profit health care for all Americans. And Brand Obama will not prosecute the 
Bush administration for war crimes, including the use of torture, and has refused to disman­
tle Bushs secrecy laws and restore habeas corpus.

Brand Obama offers us an image that appears radically individualistic and new. It inocu­
lates us from seeing that the old engines of corporate power and the vast military-industrial 
complex continue to plunder the country. Corporations, which control our politics, no longer 
produce products that are essentially different, but brands that are different. Brand Obama

Celebrity as idolatry: Michael, 
Brangelina, Oprah, and  
Britney.

Chris Hedges is a Pulitzer-prize winning reporter who spent two decades as a foreign correspon­
dent, most o f  them with the New York Times, in  Latin America, the Middle East, Africa, and the 
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does not threaten the core of the corporate state any more 
than did Brand George W. Bush. The Bush brand collapsed. 
We became immune to its studied folksiness. We saw 
through its artifice. This is a common deflation in the world 
of advertising. So we have been given a new Obama brand 
with an exciting and faintly erotic appeal. Benetton and 
Calvin Klein were the precursors to the Obama brand, using 
ads to associate themselves with risque art and progressive 
politics. This strategy gave their products an edge. But the 
goal, as with all brands, was to make passive consumers 
confound a brand with an experience.

Obama, who has become a global celebrity, was molded 
easily into a brand. He had almost no experience, other than 
two years in the Senate, lacked any moral core, and could be 
painted as all things to all people. His brief Senate voting 
record was a miserable surrender to corporate interests. He 

was happy to promote nuclear power as “green” energy. He voted to continue the wars in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. He reauthorized the Patriot Act. He would not back a bill designed to cap 
predatory credit card interest rates. He opposed a bill that would have reformed the notori­
ous Mining Law o f1872. He refused to support the single-payer health care bill HR 676, 
sponsored by Reps. Dennis Kucinich and John Conyers. He supported the death penalty. 
And he backed a class-action “reform" bill that was part of a large lobbying effort by financial 
firms. The law, known as the Class Action Fairness Act, would effectively shut down state 
courts as a venue to hear most class-action law'suits and deny redress in many of the courts 
where these cases have a chance of delving powerful corporate challenges.

Obama’s campaign won the vote of hundreds of marketers, agency heads, and marketing- 
services vendors gathered at the Association of National Advertisers annual conference in 
October. The Obama campaign was named Advertising Ages marketer of the year for 2008  
and edged out runners-up Apple and Zappos.com. Take it from the professionals. Brand 
Obama is a marketers dream. President Obama does one thing and Brand Obama gets you 
to believe another. This is the essence o f successful advertising. You buy or do what the adver­
tisers want because of how they can make you feel.

Celebrity culture has leached into every aspect of our culture, including politics, to be­
queath to us what Benjamin DeMott called “junk politics.” Junk politics does not demand 
justice or the reparation of rights. Junk politics personalizes and moralizes issues rather than 
clarifying them. “It’s impatient with articulated conflict, enthusiastic about America’s opti­
mism and moral character, and heavily dependent on feel-vour-pain language and gesture, 
DeMott noted. The result of junk politics is that nothing changes —“meaning zero interrup­
tion in the processes and practices that strengthen existing, interlocking systems of socio­
economic advantage.” Junk politics redefines traditional values, tilting "courage toward 
braggadocio, sympathy toward mawkish ness, humility toward self-disrespect, identification 
with ordinary citizens toward distrust of brains.” Junk politics “miniaturizes large, complex 
problems at home while maximizing threats from abroad. It’s also given to abrupt unex­
plained reversals of its own public stances, often spectacularly bloating problems previously 
miniaturized.” And finally, it “seeks at every turn to obliterate voters’ consciousness of socio­
economic and other differences in their midst.”

The old production-oriented culture demanded what the historian Warren Susman 
termed “character.” The new consumption-oriented culture demands what he called "per­
sonality.” The shift in values is a shift from a fixed morality to the artifice of presentation. The 
old cultural values of thrift and moderation honored hard work, integrity, and courage. The 
consumption-oriented culture honors charm, fascination, and likeability. “The social role de­
manded of all in the new culture of personality- was that of a performer," Susman wrote. 
“Every American was to become a performing se lf

The junk politics practiced by Obama is a consumer fraud. It is about performance. It is 
about lies. It is about keeping us in a perpetual state of childishness. But the longer we live in

The media gives us all 
distorting lenses.
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illusion, the worse reality will be when it finally shatters our fantasies. Those who do not un­
derstand what is happening around them and who are overwhelmed by a brutal reality they 
did not expect or foresee search desperately for saviors. They beg demagogues to come to 
their rescue. This is the ultimate danger of the Obama Brand. It effectively masks the wanton 
internal destruction and theft being carried out by our corporate state. These corporations, 
once they have stolen trillions in taxpayer wealth, will leave tens o f millions of Americans 
bereft, bewildered, and yearning for even more potent and deadly illusions, ones that could 
swiftly snuff out what is left of our diminished open society.

Empire of Illusion
O bama is  a product  of a deeper  cultural reality that I describe  in  som e detail in  
my book Empire o f Illnsion: The E nd o f  Literacy and the Triumph o f  Spectacle.

In the contemporary world, celebrity worship increasingly encroaches on reality. And this 
adulation is pervasive.

The frenzy around political messiahs, or the devotion of millions o f women to Oprah 
Winfrey, is all part o f the yearning to see ourselves in those we worship. We seek to be like 
them. We seek to make them like us. If Jesus and The Purpose Driven Life won’t make us a 
celebrity, then Tony Robbins or positive psychologists or reality television will. We are wait­
ing f°r °ur cue to walk onstage and be admired and envied, to become known and celebrated.

“What does the contemporary self want?” asked critic William Deresiewicz, adding:

1
2

i

1 he camera has created a culture of celebrity; the computer is creating a culture of con­
nectivity’. As the two technologies converge—broadband tipping the Web from text to 
image; social-networking sites spreading the mesh of interconnection ever wider—the 
two cultures betray a common impulse. Celebrity and connectivity are both ways of be­
coming known. This is what the contemporary self wants. It wants to be recognized, 
wants to be connected: It wants to be visible. If not to the millions, on Survivor or Oprah, 
then to the hundreds, on Twitter or Facebook. This is the quality that validates us, this is 
how we become real to ourselves—by being seen by others. The great contemporary ter­
ror is anonymity. If Lionel Trilling was right, if the property that grounded the self in Ro­
manticism was sincerity, and in modernism was authenticity, then in postmodernism it is 
visibility.

We pay a variety of lifestyle advisers—Neal Gabler calls them “essentially drama coach­
es —to help us look and feel like celebrities, to build around us the set for the movies of our 
own lives. Martha Stewart built her financial empire, when she wasn’t insider trading, telling 
w’omen how to create and decorate a set design for the perfect home. The realities within the 
home, the actual family relationships, are never addressed. Appearances make everything 
whole. Plastic surgeons, fitness gurus, diet doctors, therapists, life coaches, interior design­
ers, and fashion consultants all, in essence, promise to make us happy, to make us celebrities. 
And happiness comes, we are assured, with how we look and how we present ourselves to 
others. There are glossy magazines such as Totem & Country that cater to the absurd preten­
sions of the very rich to be celebrities. They are photographed in expensive designer clothing 
inside the lavishly decorated set pieces that are their homes. The route to happiness is bound 
up in how skillfully we show ourselves to the world. We not only have to conform to the dic­
tates of this manufactured vision, but we also have to project an unrelenting optimism and 
happiness.

Thu  S w an  was a Fox reality makeover show . The  title  o f  t h e  series referred  to 
Hans Christian Andersens fairy tale “The Ugly Duckling,” in which a bird thought to be 
homely grew up to be a swan. “Unattractive” women were chosen to undergo three months 
of extensive plastic surgery, physical training, and therapy for a “complete life transforma­
tion.” Each episode featured two “ugly ducklings” who competed with each other to go on to 
the Swan beauty pageant. “I am going to be a new person.” said one contestant in the opening 
credits.

What does it mean to grow up 
watching TV shows like The 
Swan, where supposedflaws are 
identified in young women’s 

faces and then "madegood"with 
plastic surgery?Here, an artist 
plays xvith heroumface.

(Cross-processed photo layered 
with thin tissue paper, colored 
pencil, and permanent marker.)
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In one episode, twenty-seven-year-old Cristina, an Ecuador-born office administrator 

from Rancho Cordova, California, was chosen to be on the program.
“It’s not just the outside I want to change, but it’s the inside, too,” Cristina told the camera 

mournfully. She had long black hair and light brown skin. She wore a baggy gray sweatshirt 
and no makeup. Her hair was pulled back. We discovered that she was devastatingly insecure 
about being intimate with her husband because of her post-pregnancy stretch marks. The 
couple considered divorce.

“I just want to be, not a completely different person, but I want to be a better Cristina,’ she 
said.

As a “dream team” of plastic surgeons discussed the necessary corrections, viewers saw a 
still image of Cristina, in a gray cotton bra and underwear, superimposed on a glowing blue 
grid. Her small, drooping breasts, wTinkled stomach, and fleshy thighs were apparent. A 
schematic figure of an idealized female form revolved at the left of the screen. Crosshairs tar­
geted and zoomed in on each flawed area of Cristina’s face and body. The surgical procedures 
she would undergo were typed out beside each body part. Brow lift, eye lift, nose job, liposuc­
tion of chin and cheeks, dermatologist visits, collagen injections, LAS IK eye surgery, tummy 
tuck, breast augmentation, liposuction of thighs, dental bleaching, full dental veneers, gum 
tissue recontouring, a 1,200-calorie daily diet, 120 hours in the gym, weekly therapy, and 
coaching. The effect was suggestive of a military operation. The image of a blueprint and 
crosshairs was used repeatedly throughout the program.

Cristina was shown writing in her diary: “I want a divorce because I think that my hus­
band can do better without me. And it would be best for us to go in different directions. I am 
not happy with myself at all, so I think, why make this guy unhappy for the rest of his life?”

At the end of the three months, Cristina and her opponent, Kristy, were finally allowed to 
look in a mirror for “the final reveal.” They were brought separately to what looked like a mar­
ble hotel foyer. Curving twin staircases with ornate iron banisters framed the action. A crystal 
chandelier glittered at the top of the stairs. Sconces and oil paintings in gold frames hung on 
the cream-colored walls.

The “dream team" was assembled in the marble lobby. Massive peach curtains obscured 
one w all.

“I think Cristina has really grown into herself as a woman, and she’s ready to go back home 
and start her marriage all over again,” said the team therapist.

Two men in tuxedos opened a set of tall double doors. Cristina entered in a tight black 
evening gown and long black gloves. She was meticulously made up, and her hair had been 
carefully styled with extensions. The “dream team” burst into applause and w'hoops.

“I’ve been waiting twenty-seven years for this day,” Cristina told host Amanda Byram tear­
fully. “I came for a dream, the American dream, like all the Latinas do, and I got it!

“You got it!” cheered Byram. “Yes, you did!”
Reverberating drumbeats sounded. “Behind that curtain,” says Byram, “is a mirror. We 

will draw back the curtain, the mirror will be revealed, and you will see yourself for the first 
time in three months. Cristina, step up to the curtain."

Short, suspenseful cello strokes w'ere heard. There was a tumbling drumroll.
“I'm ready,” quavered Cristina.
The curtain parted slowly in the middle. An elaborate full-length mirror reflected 

Cristina. The cello strokes billowed into the Swan theme song.
“Oh, my God!” she gasped, covering her face. She doubled over. Her knees buckled. She 

almost hit the floor. “I am so beautiful!” she sobbed. “Thank you, oh, thank you so much! 
Thank you, God! Thank you, thank you, thank you so much for this! Look at my arms, my 
figure... I love the dress! Thank you, oh! I’m in love with myself! ”

The “dream team” burst into applause again. “Well, you owe this to yourself said Bvram. 
“But you also owe it to these fantastic experts. Guys, come on in.”

The crowd of smiling experts closed in on their creation, clapping as they approached.
At the end of each episode, the two contestants were called before Byram to hear who
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would advance to the pageant. The winner often wept and was hugged by the loser. Byram 
then pulled the loser aside for “one final surprise." The double doors opened once more, and 
her family was invited onto the set for a joyful reunion. In celebrity culture, family is the con­
solation prize for not making it to the pageant.

The Swans transparent message is that once these women have been surgically “correct­
ed" to resemble mainstream celebrity beauty as closely as possible, their problems will be 
solved. “This is a positive show where we want to see how these women can make their 
dreams come true once they have what they want,” said Cecile Frot-Coutaz, CEO of Fre- 
mantleMedia North America, producer of The Swan. Troubled marriages, abusive relation­
ships, unemployment, crushing self-esteem problems—all will vanish along with the excess 
fat off their thighs. They will be new. They will be flawless. They will be celebrities.

In the Middle Ages, writes Alain de Botton in his book Status Anxiety, stained glass win­
dows and vivid paintings of religious torment and salvation controlled and influenced social 
behavior. Today we are ruled by icons of gross riches and physical beauty that blare and flash 
from television, cinema, and computer screens. People knelt before God and the church in 
the Middle Ages. We flock hungrily to the glamorous crumbs that fall to us from glossy 
magazines, talk and entertainment shows, and reality television. We fashion our lives as 
closely to these lives o f gratuitous consumption as we can. Only a life with status, valued 
physical attributes, and affluence is worth pursuing.

Hedonism and wealth are openly worshipped on shows such as The Hills, Gossip Girl, Sex' 
and the City, M y  Super Sweet 16, and The Real Housewives of... series. The American oli­
garchy, 1 percent o f whom control more wealth than the bottom 90 percent combined, are 
the characters we envy and watch on television. They live and play in multimillion-dollar 
beach houses and expansive modern lofts. They marry professional athletes and are chauf- 
feured in stretch limos to spa appointments. They rush from fashion shows to movie pre­
mieres, flaunting their surgically enhanced, perfect bodies in haute couture. Their teenagers 
throw $200,000 parties and have million-dollar weddings. This life is held before us like a 
beacon. This life, we are told, is the most desirable, the most gratifying.

The working classes, composed o f tens o f millions o f struggling Americans, are shut out 
of televisions gated community. They have become largely invisible. They are mocked, even 
as they are tantalized, by the lives of excess they watch on the screen in their living rooms. Al­
most none of us will ever attain these lives of wealth and power. Yet we are told that if we want 
it badly enough, if we believe sufficiently in ourselves, we too can have everything. We are left, 
when we cannot adopt these impossible lifestyles as our own, with feelings of inferiority and 
worthlessness. We have failed where others have succeeded.

We consume countless lies daily, false promises that if we spend more money, if we buy 
this brand or that product, if we vote for this candidate, we will be respected, envied, power­
ful, loved, and protected. The flamboyant lives of celebrities and the outrageous characters 
on television, movies, professional wrestling, and sensational talk shows are peddled to us, 
promising to fill up the emptiness in our own lives. Celebrity culture encourages us all to 
think of ourselves as potential celebrities, as possessing unique if unacknowledged gifts. It is, 
as Christopher Lasch diagnosed, a culture of narcissism. Faith in ourselves, in a world of 
make-believe, is more important than reality. Reality, in fact, is dismissed and shunned as an 
impediment to success, a form o f negativity. The New Age mysticism and pop psychology of 
television personalities and evangelical pastors—along with the array of self-help bestsellers 
penned by motivational speakers, psychiatrists, and business tycoons—all peddle a fantasy. 
Reality is condemned in these popular belief systems as the work of Satan, as defeatist, as 
negativity, or as inhibiting our inner essence and power. Those who question, those who 
doubt, those who are critical, those who are able to confront reality, and those who grasp the 
hollowness of celebrity culture, are shunned and condemned for their pessimism. The illu­
sionists who shape our culture, and who profit from our incredulity, hold up the gilded cult of 
us. Popular expressions o f religious belief, personal empowerment, corporatism, political 
participation, and self-definition argue that all of us are special, entitled, and unique. All of
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us, by tapping into our inner reserves o f personal will and undiscovered talent, and by visu­
alizing what we want, can achieve (and deserve to achieve) happiness, fame, and success. 
This relentless message cuts across ideological lines. This mantra has seeped into every as­
pect of our lives. We are all entitled to everything.

''You'regain'to Hollywood!" 
they told Megan Corkrey o f  

Sandy, Utah, age twenty- 
three, the single mother o f a 

toddler and a finalist on 
‘'American Idol."Here she 

shows off her tattoos at the 
American Idol Top 13 Party 

in Los Angeles, March 5, 
2009.

A m e r ic a n  Id o l , a tai.ent- search  reality  sh o w  th a t  a irs  on  Fox , is o n e  o f t h e  
most popular shows on American television. The show travels to different American cities in 
a “countrywide search” for the contestants who will continue to the final competition in Hol- 

lvwood. The producers ofthe show introduced a new focus, in the 2008-2009 season, on 
the personal stories ofthe contestants.

During the Utah auditions, we meet Megan Corkrey, age twenty-three, the single 
mother of a toddler. She has long, dirty-blond hair and a wholesome, pretty' face. A 
tattoo sleeve covers her right arm from the shoulder to below the elbow. She wears a 
black, grey, and white dress reminiscent ofthe 1950s, and ballet flats. She is a font 
designer.

In an interview Corkrey says, “I am a mother. He will be two in December." We 
see Corkrey with a little blond boy, reading a book together on a beanbag chair. 
Breezy guitar music plays. “His name is Ryder." We see Corkrey kissing Ryder and 

putting him to bed. “I recently decided to get a divorce, which is new.” The guitar 
music turns pensive. “The life I had planned for us, the life I'd pictured, wasn't going to 

happen. I cried a lot for a while. I don’t think I stopped c tying. And Ryder, of course, you 
can be crying, and then he walks by, and does something ridiculous, and you can't help but 

smile and laugh.” We see Corkrey laughing with her son on the floor. “And a little piece kind 
of heals up a little bit.”

The montage of Corkrey s life fills the screen as the rock ballad swells. “I can laugh at my­
self, while the tears roll down ...” sings the band. We see Corkrey and her son looking out a 
window. She holds her son up to a basketball hoop as he clutches a blue ball.

“It was kind of crazy, I found out Idol was coming to Salt Lake, and I’d just decided on the 
divorce, and for the first time in my life it was a crossroads where ANYTH ING can happen! 
So why not go for what I love to do?"

Corkrey enters the audition room. The judges—Simon Cowell, Paula Abdul, Randy Jack- 
son, and Kara DioGuardi—are seated behind a long table in front of a window. They all have 
large red tumblers with “Coca-Cola” printed on them. They seem charmed by her exuberant 
presence. She sings “Can't Help Lovin' Dat Man” from Show Boat. Her performance is 
charismatic and quirky. She improvises freely and assuredly with the rhythms and notes of 
the song, beaming the whole time.

“I really like you,” says Abdul. “I’m bordering on loving you. I think I’m loving you. Yeah, I

T h is  a r t ic le  w a s  in p a r t  a d a p te d  fro m  E m p ir e  

o f  I l lu s io n :  T h e  E n d  o f  L i te r a c y  a n d  t h e  T r iu m p h  

o f  S p e c t a c l e  (N a tio n  B ooks, 2 0 0 9 ) .

do. Simon?”
“One of my favorite auditions,” Cowell says in a monotone.
‘Yes! ” grins Corkrey.
“Because you’re different,” continues Cowell, sternly. “You are one ofthe few I’m going to 

remember. I like you, I like your voice, I mean, seriously good voice. I loved it."
“You’re an interesting girl. You have a glow about you, you have an incredible face,” says 

DioGuardi.
The judges vote.
“Absolutely yes,” says Cowell.
“Love you,” says Abdul.
“Yes!” says DioGuardi.
“One hundred percent maybe,” smiles Jackson.
“You’re goin' to Hollywood!” cheers DioGuardi as the inspirational rock music swells.
“YES! Thank you, guys!”Corkrey screams with delight. She runs out of the audition room 

into a crowd ofher cheering friends. The music plays as she dances down the street waving 
her large yellow ticket, the symbol ofher success.

Celebrities, who often come from humble backgrounds, are held up (continuedon page 69)
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Wanting Fully 
Without Attachment

by Miki Kashtan

The origin o f su ffe ring  is attachment.

-T h e  Buddha

The Talmud tells us that in the world to come, everyone w ill be called to ac­

count fo r a ll the desires they m ight have fu lfilled  in this world bu t chose not 

to. The th ings we desire—the desires themselves—are sacred. Who put 

them in  our hearts i f  no t God? B u t we have been taught to be ashamed o f 

what we want; our desires become horrib ly d istorted and cause us to do ter­
rib ly h u rtfu l things.

-  A lan Lew, from  This is  Real and 

You are Completely Unprepared.

I
F Y O U  H A V E H A D  A S P IR IT U A L  P R A C T IC E  O R  H AVE E X P E R IE N C E  W IT H  

personal growth workshops, you have no doubt heard many times that let­
ting go of attachment increases happiness and well-being. The principle is 
simple, but exactly what does it mean to let go o f attachment, and what do 
we do to get there?

Sometimes it appears as if spiritual traditions suggested that the only way to let 
go of attachment is to give up on what we w ant But is this the only way to interpret 
the old traditions? Is wanting really inseparable from attachment? Or is it possi­
ble to want what we want with full passion without the constriction of being at­
tached? Can we remain genuinely relaxed about whether or not we get w'hat we 
want? And ifwecan do this in our personal lives, w’hat about as social and  political 
beings, as we relate to the state of the world? Why would we even roant to release 
attachment when our passion is for the world—be it for social justice, peace, sus­
tainability, or any other cause?

The challenge arises primarily when we experience tension between w hat we 
w ant and w'hat is or what seems possible. We frequently respond in one of two 
ways. Externally, we might try to force what is to conform to what we want bv out­
right coercion and threats or by using more subtle forms of demands. Internally, 
we might try to suppress or give up on what we want. Both of these strategies lead 
to suffering. Neither of these paths engages with life openly. In both we are forcing 
others or ourselves instead of being in a dialogic relationship.

What follows is an attempt to outline a new path, different from forcing or giv­
ing up; a path that affirms who we are and accepts what is; a path that allows cre­
ative strategies to arise from a quality o f connection that recognizes and affirms 
our own and others’ needs, aspirations, and dreams.

&

M iki Kashtan. certified trainer with the Center fo r  Nonviolent Communication and co-founder o f  Bay 
Area NVC. offers NVC workshops and retreats, mediation, facilitation, coaching, and organizational 
training internationally. For more information, visit www.baynvc.org or email nvc@baynvc.org.
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Above: We are at least fa ­
m iliar with the ideal o f  
“w antingfid  ly without 
attachment”in sports, 

where we are taught that 
fa ir  play in a hardfought, 

enjoyable game is more 
important than who wins.

A fin e  example this year 
was the graciousness with 
which Elena Dementieva 

(left) conceded defeat to 
Serena Williams in the 

Australian Open 
semifinal in  January.

Previous page: Suzanne 
Sherman, artist and 

mother o f  four, imagines 
herself holding her 

fa m ily ’s needs with joy, 
without being so attached 

to outcomes that she 
represses her own desires 

or pressu res others to 
comply with her 

demands.

A n d  what about social transform ation?you may wonder. To begin 
with, if we are unable to tolerate the world as it is, we will be at war with the 
world, putting ourselves in danger of re-creating the very same structures 
w'e are seeking to transform. The path of wanting without attachment 
supports our w'ork for change in two key ways. Internally, as we grow in 
our capacity to want without attachment, our inner peace increases. 
Externally, our capacity to release attachment and continue to w ant and 
work toward our deepest dreams provides a foundation for an entirely 
different approach to working toward change in the world: we can then 
work without urgency, with less burnout, with more capacity to dialogue 
with those we encounter along the way, and with a sense of clear vision 
instead of opposition.

Accepting Our Humanity
Th e  p r e m ise  at t h e  heart of t h is  path is  that every h um a n  action or  reaction  is 
an expression of some human need that’s shared by us all; that everything we do in this life 
has a need at its core; that all of us have needs; and that the needs are always there, under­
neath all our thoughts and actions. This path is an invitation to grasp experientiaUy and be­
come comfortable with the radical notion that needs are not a "problem" that will eventually 
go away if we work hard enough, but rather a deep expression of life.

Our choice is not whether or not to have needs. Our choice is only about how' we relate to 
our needs and make choices about our thoughts, words, and actions. When we fight our 
needs, they are more likely to run us unconsciously, leaving us with less choice. When we 
own our needs in fiill and embrace them not just as unhappy, unavoidable experiences but 
as core expressions of our humanity and aliveness, we find more self-connection and have 
the freedom to make choices that attend to our needs as well as to the needs of others.

What can we do to find away to deepen our understanding and experience of the role of 
needs and to overcome the obstacles to owning and embracing our needs? We start, as so 
much spiritual practice suggests, with the truth of where we are. Ask yourself: What images 
does the word need evoke in you? When you think about yourself having needs, what is your 
reaction? When you think about others having needs, what is your reaction?

Most of us have internalized a few core messages about needs. One is the equation of 
needs with povverlessness, vulnerability, and lack, and of the appearance of not having needs 
with strength, power, safety, and wholeness. Another, related theme is that having needs 
creates dependence, which is often frightening, while appearing not to have needs is more 
aligned with independence and self-sufficiency. On a deeper level, having needs carries a 
sense of shame for many people. That shame has at its core a fundamental question so many 
of us wrestle with: “Do I matter?" And so we learn to attempt to ignore, deny, override, or in 
some other way suppress our needs.

Because needs are the stuff of life, they cannot go away. Consequently, when we don’t 
allow ourselves to have a need, what we lose is freedom. We lose access to conscious choice 
about how to meet this still-present but unacknowledged need.

Ultimately, at whatever cost, we will continue to act based on our needs. The cost of sup­
pressing needs can be internal—a sense of exhaustion, isolation, or despair—or it can be ex­
ternal and lead us to act in less caring ways toward others, even as we try to hide our needs 
because we believe they are shameful. Think about it: When have you recently screamed 
your need instead of expressing it? Did you try to suppress your need for some time leading 
up to the scream? Is part of the scream at the other person actually a scream at yourself for 
not having expressed yourself sooner?

Owning a need means experiencing relaxed comfort and acceptance about having the 
need, without any attempt, however subtle, to distance ourselves from the need, pretend 
that w'e don’t have it, be harsh with ourselves for having it, tell ourselves that we should be 
different, or in any way hold any negative judgments about ourselves, even when we don’t
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like our actions.
When we work toward change in the world, we often neither suppress nor own our 

needs. Instead, many o f us de-personalize our needs. We speak about what a government 
should do instead of talking about what we want; we use the language of what m ust happen 
instead o f talking about our pain at what is happening and our longing for a different world. 
This approach, too, is rooted in a distance from our needs. “It’s not about me,” we say! We act 
as if taking personal ownership of what we want would diminish the strength of our mes­
sage, or as if we would be taken less seriously if we brought our hearts into our work. Want­
ing, having a need, is still implicitly seen as weak, not strategic, shameful.

To reach frill inner freedom, we are called to walk through the shame about having needs, 
about having a particular need, and about possibly having too much or too little of that need 
in relation to what we or others believe we shoidd  have. The goal is to live in peace with 
whatever needs we have in the exact form that we have them. Think about it: If you are not 
going to be you, who will?

The capacity to get grounded in the truth that lives inside us is a profound internal re­
source that leads to inner freedom. Even if others indeed don't accept us, even if no one takes 
our passion seriously, we can still make the choice to honor our needs. Each time we do that, 
we increase our freedom.

At the same time, if needs are, indeed, universal, then whenever we experience a need, 
we have something in common with all the people who also have that need. Although we 
may make different choices about strategies to meet the need, the experience of the need it­
self is common and similar to all of us. Every’ experience of having a need can be an oppor­
tunity to be in unity with the rest of humanity.

Moreover, needs are the basic unit, if you will, of life itself. Needs have an element of pure 
movement energy in them: motion toward life. When we can tune in to this aspect of our 
needs, sometimes we can experience a larger unity with life itself—a melting into the 
spaciousness of all that is. If w anting  is life, then any attempt to give up on wanting, even if 
motivated by the attempt to cultivate non-attachment, is a form of interfering with life.

From Need as Lack to Need as Life
Wa n t in g  fully  w it h o u t  a tta ch m en t  r e q u ir e s  us to  str et c h  o urselves  in  tw o  
ways: toward wanting and toward non-attachment. Letting go of attachment is, in the end, 
about changing our relationship to, and experience of, wanting. There is a kind of wanting 
that is contracting and grasping and is about coming to take something from life. And there 
is a kind of wanting that is expansive and is about coming forward to meet life. Shifting from 
the former to the latter is what makes it possible to stay comfortably in the wanting. When 
we let the wanting be, we can experience ourselves as more alive, regardless of outcome.

Attachment interferes with goodwill, with creativity, with effectiveness, with care—with 
almost anything. We then live in a world without options, thus in actuality closing the door 
to inner freedom. The first step toward living without attachment is to overcome a deeply 
ingrained habit of seeing our preferred strategy’ as indistinguishable from our need. If we 
separate the two and let go of a particular strategy as the outcome, we usually see more op­
tions, in the form of a variety of strategies to meet our needs, and are thus more likely to have 
what we w’ant. Even if not, we can still experience a release of attachment that is not about 
giving up and contracting. Rather, it’s about expansion and liberation, because we are no 
longer limited by having only one possibility.

The next step is w’hen we can frilly inhabit the experience of the need without attachment 
to outcome, without attachment to having the need met at all. But this may seem confusing. 
After all, isn't the very essence of having a need that we want to have it met? Did we not just 
learn how to want? What now?

This confusion is the heart of the paradox of non-attachment. Wanting and attachment 
are not the same. Non-attachment does not mean giving up on what we want. It only means 
letting go o f attachment. Then we can grow and grow in our capacity to want. Then the

The artist here pictures her­
self in the two modes M iki 
Kashtan says we all adopt 
too often: pressuring others 
to do what we want and re­
pressing our own desires. 
Suzanne says: “The reces­
sion has h it us hard. M y  
husband and I  are both 
seeking employment and in 
fear o f  losing our home. I  
agree with the author that 
when I  become attached to 
the outcome, I  invitefear 
and become immobilized, 
and when I  let go and do m y  
best each day, I  have hope 
and more direction and the 
love o f  m yfa  m ily to gu ide 
me."
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PRACTICE: MEDITATING ON NEEDS

If you have ever participated in meditation of any kind, you 
probably know that most forms of meditation involve return­
ing attention to an object of focus whenever attention wan­
ders. Some meditation practices focus on the breath (many 
forms of Buddhist and Yogic meditation), some on certain 
bodily sensations (some forms of Vipassana meditation, for 
example), some on specific words (mantras in transcenden­
tal meditation), and some on specific sequences of ideas and 
images (some forms of Jewish meditation).

In an entirely similar manner, you can develop a meditation 
practice that focuses on connecting with needs. The object
of focus is the line “ I have a need fo r___ ." Just as with any
other form of meditation, your mind will likely wander. You 
will likely hear internal responses, such as: “But this need 
cannot be met; why bother?” or “Yeah, but this person is not 
going to change," or “ I should just grow up and get over this 
petty wish of mine,” or “This is not just about some personal 
need of mine. This is about everyone’s right to dignity." The 
aim of the practice is to bring your attention back to the need 
you are meditating on-w ithout harshness. Rather than pun­
ishing yourself for wandering, just gently bring your atten­

tion back.

experience of wanting softens our hearts and opens us up to life. Then we also grow in our 
strength, in our capacity to ask  for what we want, and in access to imaginative directions for 
working toward what we want.

The attachment to having the need met often shows up in the form of a should. For ex­
ample, in talking about her struggle with her ex-husband, a workshop participant said, “He 
is not spending as much time with my daughter as he should.” As long as she holds a. should 

in relation to the needs, she will remain contracted and her ex-husband will 
continue to pick up the demand energy and resist being with the daughter. The 
woman had little difficulty identifying the need at the heart of her struggle- 
love! However, she had immense difficulty staving with the need and simply 
connecting with the movement in her heart. Instead, she kept being pulled into 
the idea that her ex-husband should spend more time with their daughter. Only 
with effort was she able to let go of all the notions surrounding the need (fair­
ness, compassion, what he will do, what she will do) and simply be with her 
need for love, regardless of what was or was not going to happen. Once she was 
able to do that, her tension released and she experienced immense relief.

The pure experience of the need itself is just the movement of wanting that 
comes from our heart. We can expand into just wanting, a wanting that has nei­
ther joy nor pain in it. The point is not necessarily to be more comfortable. The 
point is to experience more freedom and choice by being present with what is, 
inside and outside. This capacity to sit with the need is one way to touch the 
ground of non-attachment. In this non-attachment, we can rediscover the 
beauty of being the human that we are, and of life being just what it is.

Encountering and connecting w ith needs is different from 
naming them as checklist items. Whenever we do this prac­
tice, we can take a moment to breathe, to really experience 
the flavor of that need being inside of us—exactly what it 
feels like, what the sensations of having this need are, and 
what this need means to us.

Interacting with the World
I f  you are an activist or  in  som e  o th er  way engaged  w ith  w orking  to 
transform external reality, you may wonder whether this path would ultimately 
lead to apathy or lack o f engagement with the world. What about children’s 
need for food or safety, for example? How can we not insist that these needs be 
met? Yet, even in this acute example, we can still see the difference between giv­
ing up and letting go of attachment. It is not about giving up on the hope for all 
the children in the world to be safe and have sufficient food. Nor is it about giv­
ing up on working to eliminate hunger and violence. Rather, it is about being 
able to tolerate internally the possibility—which is also the current reality! — 
that it just may not happen that all the children in the world will be safe and 
have sufficient food. If we cannot tolerate the possibility, then how can we have 
space inside to interact with life as it is? What will keep us from trying to force a 
solution? We have all seen so many historical examples o f revolutions that 
turned into a new regime of horror. How will we ensure that we can sustain our 
vision and openness if'we cannot tolerate what is happening and those who are 
supporting what is happening? To protect ourselves, we often turn away from 

the dual horror we need to experience to keep our hearts open. We protect ourselves from 
the horror of knowing that one child under five years old dies every s ir  seconds, or almost 
18,000 daily, from malnutrition and related causes (not to mention the effects of wars of all 
kinds). And we protect ourselves from the fear of succumbing to the anger and desperation 
that lead to re-creating domination and horror. Without the tools to keep our hearts open, 
many of us do, indeed, shut down and tune out the plight of the children so that we can even 
manage to continue with our own personal lives.

If, however, we remain open to the possibility that no solution will arise and a t the same 
time continue to bring our heart and attention and action to working toward a solution, our 
work takes on an entirely different flavor. We work toward our dreams, we embrace the vi­
sion and our needs in frill, and we remain open in the face of what is happening. In doing so, 
whether or not we have external success (and so far as I know, none o f us knows how to 
move the world from here to where we want it to be), our work itself becomes a modeling of 
what the world could be. ■
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In My Flesh I See God:
A Neurobiological Perspective on Being Human

by Joachim Bauer and Tsvi Blanchard

I
S THE SEARCH FOR A CARING SOCIETY NAIVE AND MERELY U topian? THE
ideological structures of contemporary Western society make this a compli­
cated question to answer. The present economic crisis may have moved us in 
part past a devotion to “looking out for number one.” It has not, however, 
strengthened our trust in empathy and mutuality as part of “human nature.”

We still tend to think of competition and aggression as innately human. America’s 
dominant ideology still presents society' as primarily a constraining force that assures 
“fairness” and “safety” in the unavoidable aggressive competition that is human so­
cial, political, and economic life.

Traditional Jewish thinking also sometimes imagines an “evil impulse” as neces­
sary for the growth of society. This “impulse” (a code word for erotic narcissism) 
guarantees human reproduction and the development of economic and political in­
stitutions. However, it is also suggested that this very same impulse can and should 
he used for good. To understand this seeming paradox, we must remember that 
“eros” is the generative force that joins and unites people. Even in an explicitly com­
petitive society, success in business, politics, and reproduction depends on effec­
tively bringing people together. What is worth noting is that this very same impulse 
would work equally effectively in a society that defines itself as caring and mutually 
supportive.

The Jewish esoteric tradition—interpreting Jobs “in my flesh I shall see God”— 
suggests that we might look to the biological structures and processes of the human 
body for insight. Why not then turn to contemporary neurobiology? To be sure, neurobiolog­
ical perspectives cannot claim primacy when tackling the fundamental anthropological 
question “What is human nature?” They can only add their piece to a mosaic to which nu­
merous other disciplines also contribute, perhaps most prominently among them, philoso­
phy. Nonetheless, although unwelcome, biology indeed pervades, sometimes quite 
unconsciously, the varied anthropological views found in contemporary culture. We need 
only think of the German, and for that matter American, reception of Charles Darwin’s ideas 
that revolutionized thinking between 1880 and 1930: for example, Richard Weikart’s From 
Darwin to Hitler: Evolutionary Ethics, Eugenics, and Racism in Germany. Such fundamen­
tal anthropological convictions showed a tendency to become implicit—and thus predomi­
nantly unconscious—certainties in Western late capitalist ideology.

Selfish Genes or Communicative, Cooperative Genes?
M o d e r n  socio bio lo g y  spu r r e d  a fu n d a m en ta l  revival o f  t h e  c o n v ictio n  tha t  
humanity is driven in its innermost by primary aggression. A key representative of this trend

Joachim Bauer, one o f  Germany'sforemost brain researchers, is director ofthe outpatient clinic in 
the Department o f  Psychosomatic Medicine at Freiburg University. He is the author ofa bestselling 
book on ichat brain research tells us about human nature. Tsvi Blanchard, senior fellow a t the N a­
tional Jewish Center fo r  Learning and Leadership, has been a scholar in residence at several med­
ical schools and taught a t Mt. Sinai School o f  Medicine. He is co-author o/'Em bracing Life & 
Facing Death: A Jewish Guide to Palliative Care.
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A “brainbow ” o f part o f  a 
mouse’s cerebral cortex. This 
new techniquefor picturing 

neurons helps neurobiologists 
create a wiring diagram o f the 

brain, and shows us the beauty 
hiding in “gray matter.”

is the book The Selfish Gene by the British zoologist Richard Dawkins. The book was very in­
fluential all over the world. The question then became: if our genes are already “selfish," then 
aren’t all other human tendencies epiphenomena at best? This thinking is not merely perni­
cious—since these untenable and pseudoscientific sociobiological dogmas have actually be­
come widespread conviction—but also dystopian.-- This is ideology in the worst sense, that 
is, thought used only as a justification of the current dominant global economic system.

What do we really learn from current neurobiological research? During recent years the 
insight that genes are not “selfish," but rather are communicators and cooperators, has be­
come ever clearer—in great part due to the complete sequencing of numerous genomes. 
Genes constantly change their activities in reaction to signals from the environment. What's 
more, signals that arrive during sensitive phases of an organism s development can leave a 
sort of biological “fingerprint” by exerting a long-lasting effect on the responsiveness of a 
gene, a phenomenon called “epigenetics.” The fact that genes always depend on cooperative 
interactions with numerous other molecules to become activated, read, or duplicated is rea­
son enough to call genes communicators. Since experience and the behavior of the human 
body operate several system levels above what defines humans in terms o f the mechanisms 
and function of their genes, one cannot draw conclusions on the nature of humans from the 
gene level.

A biology-centered view of the human being as a sentient, integrated organism requires a 
perspective that goes beyond genes. It has been only a few years since neurobiology realized 
that the human brain possesses a specific neuronal system to experience "drive," “vitality," and 
“motivation.” The brains “motivation system” is located in the midbrain and owes its name to 
the fact that the nerve cells residing there have the potential to produce and release messen­
ger substances whose effects are the biological correlate of those psychological states that hu­
mans experience as “motivation” and “vitality.”

Our Brains Reward Us for Being Social
T h e  m o t i v a t i o n  s y s t e m s  d o  n o t  b e c o m e  a c t i v e  s p o n t a n e o u s l y  b u t  

depend on stimuli that reach the system from the outside. Initially, neurobiological research 
knew only that addictive substances are potent stimuli of this system. Drugs owe their poten­
tial for addiction exclusively to the fact that they directly stimulate nerve cells of the motiva­
tion systems to release dopamine and endogenous opioids. This is why the motivation 
systems are sometimes called “addiction systems.” Only during recent years—predominantly 
through the use of non-invasive methods such as functional magnetic resonance imaging— 
could the natural stimuli of the motivation systems be elucidated: interpersonal affection, 
(joyful) movement, and music. Casually put, the human brain turns psychology into biology: 
experiences of interpersonal relationships are perceived through our five senses, evaluated in 
the so-called limbic system (a sort of system for emotional intelligence), and translated into 
biological signals.

The surprise finding that affection, “being seen," and appreciation are biologically potent 
stimuli of those motivational systems that had been dubbed “addiction systems" led the cur­
rent director of the National Institutes of Mental Health, the neurobiologist Thomas Insel, to 
ask the following question in Physiology & Behavior «79: “Is social attachment an addictive 
disorder?” Astonishingly, Insel himself believed it was. If one goes by the findings garnered 
on the motivational systems of the human brain, social acceptance is among the central, bio­
logically anchored aspirations of humans. This led American brain researchers to coin the 
term “social brain.”

The basic drive for social acceptance also leads along a neurobiological path to the phe­
nomenon of aggression. Arbitrarily inflicted pain is one of the most reliable triggers of ag­
gression, not only among humans but also in all other mammals. From an evolutionary 
perspective, the significance of aggression should thus most likely be to protect the organism 
from pain and from damage to its physical integrity. From a neurobiological perspective, 
nothing supports the notion that acting out aggression is a primary drive. Experiments show 
that nontraumatized, average, healthy humans react to the suffering of others with an
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empathic reaction that is biologically mediated by the system of mirror neurons. The human 
motivational systems cannot, per se, be stimulated by the prospect of being allowed to act 
aggressively (this changes only when aggressive acts earn the aggressor social acceptance).
Both phenomena—fear and aggression—are neurobiological and psychological triggers: 
they help us to identify and fend off dangerous situations. From todays perspective, aggres­
sion, like fear, is also not a “drive” in psychologically healthy humans but a biology-based pro­
gram that can be activated when needed (nobody would think of talking of a “fear drive”).

What helps us understand the dynamics of human aggression better than before are re­
cent neurobiological experiments that show that the pain centers in the brain are activated 
not only when an individual experiences physical pain but also when the individual experi­
ences social exclusion. If pain is a potent elicitor of aggression, and if social exclusion is equal 
to experiencing physical pain “from the brains perspective,” then it becomes clear why both 
physical pain and social exclusion work as potent triggers of aggression. More recent studies 
from social research have investigated the factors one can identify as predictors of violent be­
havior in juveniles. They showed that personally experienced violence (physically inflicted 
pain) and social exclusion (lack of bonds) did in fact have the highest predictive value.

The Neurologically Anchored Feeling of Social Fairness
B i o l o g y  i s  t h e  w r o n g  p l a c e  t o  g o  f o r  a n s w e r s  t o  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  w h e t h e r  

humans are “good." The discipline has an a priori lack of competence in this question; in ad­
dition, it is incapable o f giving a “yes or no” answer. Only one thing can be shown experimen­
tally: humans have a biologically founded sense of social fairness. One such experiment 
consists in giving a fixed am ount o f  m oney ( le t’s say €1 0 0 ) to (continued on page 72)

Sunni-Shia Sectarianism
and Competition for the Leadership of Global Islam

by David Pinault

A
 TR A D ITIO N A L STR EN G TH  OF ISLA M  AS IT  EX PA N D ED  BEYOND T H E  A RA B 

Middle East in the premodern era was its syncretistic adaptation to local reli­
gious traditions, whether in Africa, the Indian subcontinent, or the islands of 
Indonesia. For centuries, Islamic practice was regionally based, a landscape- 
oriented faith linked to saints’ caves, Sufi tombs, and sacred trees (notwith­

standing protests by pious-minded mullahs).
But worldwide socioeconomic changes after World War II profoundly affected Muslim 

communities. In a rapidly globalizing economy, farmers and other rural workers abandoned 
the countryside to find work in capitals such as Teheran, Cairo, and Jakarta. The suddenly 
wealthy Gulf emirates and Saudi Arabia drew' labor migrants from throughout South Asia.
Thus—to take one example—hundreds of thousands of Pakistanis migrated to the Arabian 
peninsula in the 1970s and 1980s in search of jobs. They returned with their earnings not to 
their villages of origin but to urban centers such as Karachi and Lahore. These migrants no 
longer found so appealing the old regionally based Islam they had once known. Deracinated 
Muslims, facing the challenges of modernity in unfamiliar city settings, were susceptible to 
evangelizing by the missionaries of a revivalist and universalist Islam, an Islam based on

David Pinault is an associate professor o f  religious studies at Santa Clara University. His latest 
book is Notes From the Fortune-Telling Parrot: Islam and the Struggle for Religious Pluralism in 
Pakistan (Equinox Publishing).
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Quranic scriptural authority rather than the charisma associated with local saints’ tombs or Sufi 
shrines. The preachers of this revivalist Islam were quick to condemn the traditional folk rituals 
of the countryside as—depending on the locale—Hindu-tainted, Christian-derived, or simply 
pagan.

Much of the funding for such preaching came from oil revenues at the disposal of Saudi Ara­
bia’s Wahhabi Salafists. These are followers of a dichotomizing mentality that divides the world 
into m u’m in in  (believers) and kafirs (infidels, who are to be either converted or combated as en­
emies). Saudi Arabia’s religious authorities have long regarded themselves as the natural lead­
ers of global Islam, citing their role as guardians of the haram ayn  (the “sacred cities” of Mecca 
and Medina). The Saudi government, as host of the ̂ ay-pilgrimage to Mecca that draws mil­
lions every year, has used this opportunity to proselytize fellow Muslims, seeking to shape a uni­
fied and standardized Islam that will place all believers under Wahhabi leadership.

But since the late 1970s and the Iranian Revolution, Saudi Arabia has faced ever-increasing 
competition from a religious ideology long loathed by the Wahhabis and many other Sunnis. I 
can best illustrate the depth of this loathing via an anecdote from Pakistan.

Several years ago, while visiting the University of Peshawar in Pakistan’s North-West 
Frontier Province, I was asked by a group of professors about my religious identity. Given that I 
was scheduled to give a guest lecture to their students on Sunni-Shia relations, they thought it 
appropriate to find out if I was Muslim. “No,” I replied. “I’m a Christian.”

Silence for a moment. I sensed disappointment. “Well,” said one of my hosts, breaking the 
tension, “at least you’re not Shia."

I recall this incident because it reflects a prejudice I’ve encountered surprisingly often in Pak­
istan and elsewhere among Islamic communities—the notion that Shias (who make up some 15 
percent of the world’s 1.6 billion Muslims) are kafirs who really aren’t Muslims at all. This reli­
gious bigotry isn’t new, but in recent years anti-Shia propaganda has circulated among Sunnis 
with renewed virulence. The reason for this phenomenon has to do, I believe, with a struggle for 
dominance of the um m ah  (the global community of Islam).

Thirst, Suffering, Martyrdom:
Sacred History and Shia Identity
TO GAIN PERSPECTIVE ON THIS STRUGGLE, IT’S HELPFUL TO KNOW TH E HISTORICAL ORIGINS OF

Islamic sectarianism. Shiism arose in the seventh century because of a political dispute over 
leadership of the ummah after the death of the prophet Muhammad in 6,32. Most Muslims 
(those w'ho ultimately became known as Sunnis) supported the principle of election in selecting 
the caliph (the political title of the prophet’s successor). But a minority insisted that the caliphate 
should be reserved for Ali ibn Abi Talib (Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law) and for the off­
spring of Ali and his wife Fatima. Such individuals were known as Shi a t A li, “the adherents of 
Ali.” These Shias resented bitterly those Muslim leaders who tried to block Ali’s bid for the 
caliphate. In particular Shias condemned Abu Bakr and Umar, the first and second caliphs, who 
are revered by Sunnis as al-shaykhayn  (the two elders). Shia partisans claimed that Abu Bakr 
and Umar conspired to rob Ali of his rightful throne.

Ali did manage to take power and rule as caliph for five years, only to be murdered in the year 
661. Further tragedy befell his descendants. According to Shia sources, Ali’s elder son Hasan was 
poisoned by order of the reigning caliph. Thereupon the title of imam passed to Hasan’s younger 
brother, Husain ibn Ali.

The term “imam” is important for understanding doctrinal differences between Sunnis and 
Shias. All Muslims use the term to mean “prayer leader,” someone who leads a congregation in 
worship. But most Shias (especially those belonging to the Ithna-A shari or “Twelver” denomi­
nation, which is by far the most common form of Shiism, as well as the state religion of the Iran­
ian Islamic Republic) also use the term in a more restricted sense, to refer to the rightful spiritual 
leader of the entire ummah. Twelver Shias insist that this global imam must be from the 
prophet’s immediate bloodline, and that he be both m a’sum  (sinless, perfect, and divinely pro­
tected from error) and m ansus (chosen by Allah as leader, thereby avoiding the vagaries of any 
human electoral process). The first such imam, say Twelver Shias, was Ali; the third was his
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younger son, Husain.
In the year 680, at the urging of Shia partisans in Kufa,

Husain set out from Arabia to Iraq to organize a rebellion 
against the reigning caliph, Yazid ibn Mu’awiyah. Husain 
was accompanied by the women and children of his 
household and only a small number of bodyguards and 
servants.

He never reached his destination of Kufa. Yazid s sol­
diers intercepted Husain near the river Euphrates at Kar­
bala, which today is revered as Shiism’s foremost 
pilgrimage site. Not wanting Husain to become a martyr 
and rallying point for further Shia resistance, Yazid or­
dered his soldiers to force Husain to surrender and offer 
the caliph bay ah  (an oath of allegiance). So the soldiers 
besieged Husain and his family, preventing them from 
reaching food or water. Husain and his family suffered 
torments of thirst under Iraq’s pitiless desert sun. Shia preachers recount these sufferings in 
vivid detail during annual observances of Muharram, the Islamic month during which the 
siege of Karbala occurred.

In the end, Husain chose death rather than surrender. On Ashura, the tenth day of 
Muharram (the high point of the liturgical calendar of lamentation for Shias today), Husain 
died in combat against Yazid’s forces. This effectively put an end to Twelver Shia hopes for re­
claiming the caliphate.

The Usefulness of Revulsion: Blood and Lamentation
B u t  i t  w a s  p r e c is e l y  t h i s  p o l i t i c a l  f a i l u r e  t h a t  g e n e r a t e d  t h e  r i s e  o f  S h i i s m  a s  a  

distinctive theological tradition within Islam. Shia theologians argued that Husain had fore­
knowledge of what would happen at Karbala but voluntarily sacrificed himself for the good 
of the ummah. In exchange, Allah granted Husain the power of shafa 'ah (intercession on be­
half of sinners). Preachers I encountered in Pakistan and India recounted legends about how 
Fatima continues to lament her martyred son even while she resides in paradise, and about 
how she is comforted whenever mourners gather here on earth to remember the Karbala 
Martyrs. Husain will exert his power of shafa’ah on behalf of anyone who joins his mother in 
mourning and sheds tears in remembrance of Karbala.

Such mourning rituals are referred to by the term matam. During Muharram, preachers 
recount the sufferings of the martyrs, with the express purpose of moving their congregations 
to tears and loud wailing. Each year, in the days leading up to Ashura, Twelver Shias hold 
processions in which they chant nauhajat (lamentation poems in honor of Husain and the 
other Karbala Martyrs) and mark time by rhythmically slapping their chests. In countries 
such as Pakistan and India, many m atam iguruhan  (Shia lamentation associations) go fur­
ther, arranging public processions in which hundreds o f men perform zanjiri-matam  (self- 
flagellation involving knives, flails, or chains).

This ritual bloodshed is both controversial and popular. Theologically, matam earns prac­
titioners intercession; but from a sociological perspective, it’s worth noting that, wherever 
possible, Shias tend to perform such rituals publicly. One gains access to Husain’s favor by 
having the courage to stand up and be identified as a Shia via conspicuously distinctive ritu­
als. (Under Saddam Hussein’s secularist-Baathist regime, public Muharram processions 
were prohibited, but since his fall from power, Iraqi Shias have fervently embraced the public 
performance of self-scourging.)

Nevertheless the bloody forms of matam generate widespread revulsion, both among 
Sunnis and even among some Shias (as will be discussed below). Spurting blood is normally 
classed in Islamic law as najis (ritually polluting), and the extravagant weeping and displays 
of grief associated with matam offend Islamic notions of decorum and self-restraint. Of 
course it is precisely this offensive quality o f matam that makes (continued on page 73)
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o r  m o r e  t h a n  a  c e n t u r y , C h r i s t i a n  t h e o l o g i a n s  h a v e  d r e a m e d  o f  a  

transformed economic order based on democratic empowerment and the com­
mon good. A century ago the Social Gospel movement reverberated with calls for 
economic democracy. In the 1930s, after global capitalism crashed spectacularly, 
theologians stressed the necessity of finding an alternative to capitalist boom and 

bust. In the 1970s, the rise of liberation theology resurrected the dream of a transformed eco­
nomic order.

But the dream failed, and today capitalism prevails in more global and predatory forms 
than ever. Today the idea of a fundamental alternative seems quaint at best, even though 
global capitalism has crashed again. The idea of a systemic alternative has lost its coherence in 
a world of megabyte monies zipping across the planet at the speed of light, de-linked from real 
production. There is no major movement to replace the predatory impulses of capitalism. 
There is only the necessity of creating one, recognized by thousands of disparate organiza­
tions and communities. For the very problems that gave rise to socialist movements still exist, 
still matter, and persist among new problems threatening the survival of the planet.

Almost every important theological movement of the past century called for a different fu­
ture, especially liberal theology, the Social Gospel, Barthian neo-orthodoxy, Catholic social 
teaching, early Niebuhrian realism, ecumenical social ethics, liberation theology, progressive 
evangelicalism, and radical orthodoxy. The Social Gospel expounded a vision of decentralized 
economic democracy or, sometimes, democratic socialism. The Barthian movement was ex­
plicitly socialist, though it usually tried to keep theology and politics in different compart­
ments. The papal encyclical Rerum N ovarum  (1891) introduced the idea of a “solidarist” third 
way between capitalism and socialism in Catholic social teaching, which was expounded ex­
plicitly in Quadragesimo A nno  (1941). For decades the ecumenical movement kept alive 
theogy helped to push the World Council of Churches further to the left on political economy. 
Liberation theology advocated a revolutionary Marxist or, sometimes, democratic socialist vi­
sion of liberation from structures of oppression and dependency. More recently the “Radical 
Orthodoxy” group associated with John Milbank has combined socialist politics with classical 
high-church theology. Twentieth-century theologians and social ethicists repeatedly dreamed 
of an economy based on human need and the common good.

In every case, the social mission of Christianity had something to do with replacing 
capitalist selfishness and inequality with something better. Virtually all ofthe Progressive-Era 
Social Gospelers spoke an optimistic language of progress and social evolution, even if they 
were radical socialists. The more radical Gospelers couched their views in third-way terms that 
kept their politics from sounding scary. Reform-oriented progressives such as Washington
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Gladden, Francis G. Peabody, Shailer Mathews, and Catholic ethicist John A. Ryan favored a 
third way between capitalism and socialism, advocating cooperatives and guilds, while radi­
cals such as Walter Rauschenbusch and Harry F. Ward struggled to make Christian socialism 
not seem dangerous.

The Great Depression yielded a sterner kind of Christian radicalism that spumed third 
ways, speaking a binary language of revolution versus barbarism. There was no third way be­
tween state socialism and reaction; for Reinhold Niebuhr and his followers, economic 
democracy was serious only if it stood for a revolutionary state control of the economy. In the 
name of realism and relevance, the Niebuhrians of the 1930s and other radical socialists pro­
pounded a host of bad ideas, rejecting markets and production for profit, claiming that state 
planners could replicate the pricing decisions of markets, and equating socialization with na­
tionalization.

On these issues Rauschenbusch ended up looking better than the radicals that panned 
him for being too idealistic. He contended that democratic worker control was the heart of the 
matter and that markets cannot be abolished in a free society. He had a strong concept of per­
sonal and collective evil, coupled with an overcoming message of social salvation. On the 
other hand, even Rauschenbusch recycled the totalizing rhetoric of state socialism, embraced 
the Marxist theory of surplus value, claimed that prices under socialism would be based 
entirely on services rendered, and trusted too much in the overcoming tide of social idealism.

To the major theologians of the Progressive Era and the Great Depression generation, the 
capitalist devotion to individual self-interest was plainly hostile to Christian teaching. Some 
who were far from being Marxists were unsparing about the predatory immorality of capital­
ism. Christian Socialists usually acknowledged, like Marx, that capitalism marked a great leap 
forward, and that capitalist accumulation and industrialization were necessary preconditions 
of a desirable social order. To Barthian theologian Emil Brunner, however, capitalism was not 
aprelude to anything except moral and social catastrophe. In The D ivine Im perative, he pro­
nounced that capitalism “is that system in which all that we can see to be the meaning of the 
economic order from the point of view of faith is being denied: in which, therefore, it is made 
almost impossible for the individual to realize, in any way through his economic activity, the 
service of God and his neighbor. This system is contrary to the spirit of service; it is debased 
and irresponsible; indeed we may go further and say it is irresponsibility developed into a sys­
tem.”

Anglican bishop William Temple pressed similar feelings about capitalism into a theoiy of 
guild socialism. In 1941, shortly before he was named Archbishop of Canterbury, Temple 
called for an excess-profits tax to create worker and community-controlled enterprises. The 
following year his book C hristianity and the Social Order enlisted natural law against the 
spirit and logic of capitalism. Production naturally exists for consumption, Temple argued, 
but capitalism reversed the natural order of things by making consumption depend on pro­
duction, while production depended on finance. Temples alternative put a higher value on 
fellowship than profits, calling for withering capital investment, mutual export trade, eco­
nomic democracy, a socialized monetary system, and the social use of land. He observed: “It 
is important to remember that the class-war was not first proclaimed as a crusade by Marx 
and Engels; it was first announced as a fact by Adam Smith. Nothing can securely end it ex­
cept the acquisition by Labour of a share in the control of industry. Capital gets its dividends; 
Labour gets its wages; there is no reason why Capital should also get control and Labour have 
no share in it.”

One of the ironies of modem theology is that the American Social Gospelers of the 1930s 
and 1940s are nearly always treated as naive idealists, because many of them were pacifists, 
while Niebuhr is treated as the hero of the story. Yet Niebuhr was wrong about the New Deal, 
and the Social Gospel progressives were right. The Social Gospelers supported the Emergency 
Banking Act of1933, which allowed the new Reconstruction Finance Corporation to buy bank 
equity. Over the next year, the RFC bought more than $1 billion ofbank stock, about one-third 
of the capital invested in U.S. banks. The Social Gospel progressives, speaking through the 
Federal Council of Churches, called for “subordination of speculation and the profit motive to

In the 1930s the great American 
theologian Reinhold Niebuhr 
(1892-1971) opposed the Social 
Gospel and the New Deal as too 
accommodative with capitalism. 
He called for revolutionary 
state control o f the economy.
But in the 1950s, disillusioned 
with such radicalism, Niebuhr 
retreated to welfare state re­
formism and the liberal 
Democratic mainstream.

Walter Rauschenbusch 
(1861-1918) was the leading 
exponent o f the Social Gospel. 
Gary Dorrien writes that 
while Niebuhr is the more 
celebrated o f the two, it was 
Rauschenbusch who actually 
got it right: he saw a middle 
way between outright revolu­
tion and barbaric capitalism.
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the creative and cooperative spirit” and “social planning and control of the credit and monetary 
systems for the common good.” They supported mortgage restructuring, social security, pub­
lic works employment, and selective nationalization, while Niebuhr replied that these were 
mere Band-Aids to make middle-class moralists feel better, and that the New Deal was a form 
of quackery.

The Social Gospelers told a story about the necessity of gradually democratizing society; 
Niebuhr told a more dramatic story, that history would either move forward to socialism or 
move backward to barbarism. There was no third way. Radical socialism, communism, and 
fascism were supposedly more realistic than the tame progressivism of the social democratic, 
Social Gospel, and New Deal movements. But the radical alternatives crashed and burned, 
and afterward Niebuhr retreated to welfare state reformism and the liberal Democratic main­
stream.

Ecumenical social ethics in the 1950s, taking a similar tack as Niebuhr, decidedly trimmed 
its sails, with notable exceptions such as Walter Muelder and Martin Luther King, Jr. But in the 
1960s and 1970s, socialist idealism made a comeback in social ethics and theology through the 
rise of German political theology, Third World liberation theology, Black theology, and femi­
nism. German theologian Jurgen Moltmann described democratic socialism as the historical 
form that Christian hope had to take, “given the present poverty of capitalism and its democ­
racies as well as socialism and its dictatorial governments.” Peruvian liberationist Gustavo 
Gutierrez proclaimed that Christian theology needed to speak “of social revolution, not re­
form; of liberation, not development; of socialism, not modernization of the prevailing sys­
tem.” Argentine liberationist Jose Miguez Bonino declared that the struggle for socialist 
transformation “concretely defines my Christian obedience in the world.”

African American social critic Cornel West positioned himself to the left of democratic 
socialism, embracing the neo-Marxist councilism of Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Korsch, while 
feminist theologian Rosemary Radford Ruether advocated “a democratic socialist society that 
dismantles sexist and class hierarchies, that restores ownership and management of work to 
the base communities of workers themselves, who then create networks of economic 
and political relationships.”

Visions of this sort were commonplace in the theologies of the 1970s and 1980s. Many 
theologians explicitly advocated democratic socialism, notably Harvey Cox, Gregory Baum, 
Leonardo Boff, Robert McAfee Brown, Beverly W. Harrison, Kenneth Leech, Johannes Metz, 
Arthur McGovern, Delores Williams, Ronald Preston, Dorothee Soelle, Franklin Gamwell, 
Phillip Wogaman, Gibson Winter, Daniel Maguire, and Joe Holland. Nearly all of them 
stressed that good socialism had little or nothing to do with communism. American Social 
Gospeler Harry Ward and English Anglican dean Hewlett Johnson were cautionary figures in 
this area, having ruined their reputations by fixating on the star of Soviet Communism. At its 
best, Christian socialism also held out against state socialist ideology.

For decades the central policy proposal of most Western socialist parties was centralized 
government ownership of the major means of industrial production. “Socialism” meant top- 
down government planning, economic nationalization, and what the British Fabians called 
the rationalization of society—that every act of collectivization furthered the socialist cause of 
rationalized economic planning. The best versions of Christian socialism replied that exalting 
state power was not the answer. The Anglican socialism of Temple, Charles Raven, R. H. 
Tawney, and Charles Gore was rooted in the pre-Marxist Anglican cooperativism of F. D. 
Maurice, Charles Kingsley, and John Ludlow, just as the American decentralized socialism of 
W.D.P. Bliss, Justin Wroe Nixon, and Walter Muelder was rooted in the economic democracy 
of the Social Gospel. Eminent theologian Paul Tillich shared the Christian socialist aversion to 
state collectivism. Warning against the “bureaucratization of the economy,” he took for 
granted the necessity of market discipline and contended that only the market knew how to 
get prices right.

The debate that advocates of decentralized economic democracy always wanted was the 
one between themselves and state socialists; communism was a perversion of anything 
deserving to be called socialism. But after the Soviet Union imploded, decentralized socialists
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did not get the debate they wanted. The differences between 
the various democratic socialisms seemed irrelevant in a 
world seized by the manic logic of capitalism. Economic glob­
alization pushed aside socialist concerns about equality and 
humane community. Nations crawling out from decades of 
Communist rule in the former Soviet bloc did not aspire to 
democratic versions of anything smacking of socialism, which 
raised the question whether anything was left of Christian so­
cialism. How much of the vision of a democratized social order 
could be saved or reconstructed in a political culture in which 
“socialism” mostly conjured up repulsive images of state au­
thoritarianism? How was it possible to reclaim the social 
Christian vision of democratized economic power at a time 
when corporate capitalism was turning the planet into a single 
economic market?

For some Christian ethicists, the dream of economic 
democracy was exhausted and refuted. Lutheran neo­
conservative Robert Benne challenged social ethicists to 
admit that their tradition had been wrong to support demo­
cratic socialism. Neo-liberal realists Max Stackhouse and 
Dennis McCann agreed, urging that the death of Commu­
nism bore unavoidable implications for Christian social ethics. Stackhouse and McCann ob­
served that “the Protestant Social Gospel, early Christian realism, much neo-orthodoxy, many 
forms of Catholic modernism, the modem ecumenical drive for racial and social inclusiveness, 
and contemporary liberation theories all held that democracy, human rights, and socialism 
were the marks of the coming kingdom.” But liberal Christianity was wrong about socialism: 
“The future will not bring what contemporary theology said it would and should.” According 
to Stackhouse and McCann, the verdict of histoiy had come down not only against the Com­
munist mistake, but against even the forms of democratic socialism that militantly opposed 
communism. Socialism was dead, which marked the end of liberal Christianity’s attempt to 
give it a human face.

For neoconservatives and some Niebuhrian realists, the project that remained for Christian 
social ethics was to apply the chastening lessons of Niebuhrian realism to the economic order. 
Neoconservative social critic Michael Novak flatly opposed breaking down concentrations of 
economic power. Noting that Niebuhr failed to press his political realism into a critique of so­
cial democratic economics, Novak declared that neoconservatives like him completed this es­
sential Niebuhrian task by repudiating the progressive Christian tradition of economic 
democracy: “Niebuhr did not give much attention to economic issues. Precisely in Niebuhrs 
neglect, I found my own vocation. Surely, I thought, the next generation ofNiebuhrians ought 
to push some of Niebuhr’s deeper insights into the one major area he neglected.”

Novaks assumption of this neglected task drew him deeply into the political Right, where, 
in the 1980s, he became a Reagan supporter and a chief mythologist of American capitalism. 
To apply Niebuhr’s realism to the economic realm is to relinquish the progressive Christian 
dream of democratizing economic power, Novak argued. The values and legitimizing 
principles of democracy are pertinent only to the political sphere. To face up to modernity is to 
exclude democratic tests of legitimacy, equality, and accountability from the economic realm. 
Realism emphasizes wealth creation and allows the market to take care of distribution. It op­
poses government regulation of the financial sector and assures that wealth creation at the top 
will eventually trickle down to middle-class and working-class communities. It accepts and 
celebrates the triumph of corporate capitalism. Neoconservatism became a powerful political 
movement by taking that option, advocating capitalist ideology, waging culture wars, and es­
pousing a foreign policy of American global domination.

As I argued in two books, Reconstructing the Common Good (1992) and Soul in Society: The 
M aking and Renewal o f Social Christianity (1995), however, there was (continued on page 75)
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Married to Calvin:
For Better or For Worse

by Tony Campolo

Protestant Reformer John 
Calvin (1509-1564) had a 

vast influence on the creation 
o f modernity. The idea that 

Calvinism was a critical 
impetus to the growth of 

capitalism is better known 
than the contributions of 

Calvinism to science, 
democracy, and 

environmentalism, and its 
baleful encouragement to 

European anti-Semitism.

I
T HAS BEEN FIVE HUNDRED YEARS SINCE THE BIRTH OF TH E PROTESTANT REFORM ER

John Calvin. This controversial theologian changed the faith of countless numbers of 
Christians. His teachings also influenced the values and ethos of the Western world. 
Developments in the fields of economics, politics, the physical sciences, and environ­
mentalism over the past five centuries all provide witness that Calvins theology has 

profoundly conditioned our contemporary worldview.

Calvinism and Economic Behavior
T h e  r e l i g i o u s  m o v e m e n t  t h a t  C a l v i n  i n i t i a t e d  i s  b e s t  k n o w n  f o r  it s  i n f l u e n c e  

over our economic thinking and behavior. Sociologists and economists such as Max Weber, 
R.H. Tawney, and Talcott Parsons have made us aware of what they call the “functional fit” be­
tween Calvinistic beliefs and capitalism. Neither Weber in his essay The Protestant Ethic and 
the Spirit o f Capitalism, nor Tawney in his book Religion and the Rise o f Capitalism, clearly 
established a nexus between Calvinism and capitalism, but the followers of these respective 
schools of thought, as well as most social scientists, seldom question the idea that there is a 
symbiotic relationship between Calvinism and capitalism.

Weber, on the one hand, tried to demonstrate that Calvinism may have helped to create 
what he called an “elective affinity” for capitalistic development, while Tawney, a neo-Marx­
ist, argued the reverse. Tawney believed that the emerging capitalistic societies of Europe 
adopted Calvinist theology because it provided ideological justification for economic prac­
tices that hitherto had been considered morally questionable, such as charging interest for 
money lent to the poor.

Weber recognized that Calvinism provided a necessary alternative to the prevailing 
Catholic belief that poverty was what marked the character of truly righteous Christians: 
Calvinism provided positive value judgments on the accumulation of wealth. Following 
Jesus’s words, the Catholics taught that it would be “harder for a rich man to enter the King­
dom of Heaven than for a camel to go through the eye of a needle” (Mark 10:25). Obviously, 
such beliefs about wealth had to be negated if capitalism, which is dependent on the accumu­
lation of wealth for capital investments, was to thrive. Calvinism did just that. Whereas the 
saints in the Catholic Church were noted for their vows of poverty, Calvinists came to 
consider economic prosperity as evidence of being chosen by God for special blessings.

A major theological emphasis with Calvinists was, and is, their doctrine of divine election. 
They believe that those whom God has predestined for salvation will materially prosper. Ac­
cording to their understanding of “the foreknowledge of God” (Romans 8:29), the eternal 
destiny of each and every one of us is determined before we are even bom. Some of us, accord­
ing to the Calvinists, are predestined to be saved. By implication, they also believe that those 
who are not among “the elect” are predestined, even before their birth, for damnation. While 
Calvin himself may have made room for more free will than his followers did, there was, 
nevertheless, the prevailing belief among early Calvinists that humanity was divided into
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two groups of people—those chosen for salvation and those who, by de­
fault, were chosen for damnation.

This dichotomy separating “the saved” and “the lost” posed a very se­
rious problem for Calvinists because they needed a means for determin­
ing who among them were saved and who were lost. They needed to 
come up with some means of establishing who the elect might be. For 
them, the answer to that question emerged in a belief that those people 
whom God had chosen for salvation would economically prosper. They 
argued that the Bible teaches that those chosen to be “the bride of Christ”
(as Calvinists defined those who made up the membership of the church) 
would be showered by God with material blessings.

Calvinists found support for their beliefs about prosperity for the elect 
in the Hebrew Bible. They argued that whenever the people of Israel 
were in right relationships with God, they prospered. But when Israel 
followed after gods other than YHWH, lived lives of spoiled affluence, 
and neglected the needs of the poor and the oppressed, God brought 
upon them famine, pestilence, and conquests by their enemies. If you 
discern in this kind of thinking the rudiments of what has become the 
“prosperity theology” so often marketed by some television evangelists, 
you are absolutely right. Also, it’s easy to see why this kind of thinking 
could provide an ideology for capitalism.

Perhaps even more important than the religious significance that 
Calvinists gave to the accumulation of wealth was the redefinition and meaning that they 
gave to work. Whereas Catholicism had established a clear delineation between secular and 
religious vocations, Calvinism did not. In Catholicism, if Christians wanted to be wholly com­
mitted to doing the will of God, they were required to leave their “worldly vocations” and seek 
service to their Lord in “religious vocations”bybecomingnuns, monks, orpriests. Calvinism, 
however, changed all of that by teaching that every vocation should be viewed as a calling 
from God. The differentiation between sacred vocations and secular vocations so well estab­
lished in Catholic teachings was obliterated by Calvinistic theology.

It has been said that Calvin did away with monasteries only to make the entire world into 
a monastery. Under the impact of Calvinistic teachings, every man and woman, regardless of 
vocational calling, was taught to understand that his or her work was an assignment from 
God. In accord with Colossians 3:23, they declared whatever work a Christian undertakes 
should be done “heartily as unto the Lord and not unto men.”

It doesn’t  take much imagination to recognize that if people in their workplaces believe 
that their respective vocational activities are ministries rendered as the service of God—and 
that God is always watching them, even when their employers are not (according to their in­
terpretation of Ephesians 6:6)—that they will be intensely diligent in their labors. This, con­
tended sociologists such as Max Weber, caused people to adopt “the Protestant work ethic.”

Calvinists’ belief in predesti­
nation created a problem: how 
to tell who was saved? Their 
answer—that prosperity and 
success proved one was 
chosen—likely stimulated 
the growth o f capitalism.

Calvinism and the Development of Modern Science
W h i l e  i t  i s  c o m m o n  t o  a s s u m e , i n  l i g h t  o f  t h e  t r i a l  o f  G a l i l e o , t h a t  r e l i g i o n  

generally has retarded scientific progress, there are sociologists who contend that Calvinists 
have actually provided a strong impetus for scientific research and development. Robert 
Merton, one of the former deans of American sociology, in his definitive work, Social Theory 
and Social Structure, carefully assembled evidence from the records of the British Royal 
Academy of Science that the work ethic generated by Protestantism in general, and from 
Puritan Calvinism in particular, had much to do with advancements in the physical sciences 
within the United Kingdom. In a carefully worked-out evaluation of the inventions and dis­
coveries made by the members of the Royal Academy, it became evident to Merton that 
scientists of note who were Protestants, and especially those who were Calvinists, dispro­
portionately outnumbered those who were Catholics.

Merton surmised that those whose scientific worldview had been molded under
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In this 1766painting, Joseph 
Wright o f  Derby captures a 

moment when people’s sense o f  
awe and wonder about the 

universe shiftedfrom a reli­
gious to a scientific frame. As 

the subjects watch a demon­
stration o f the solar system, 

their faces resemble the phases 
o f the moon. For the Calvinists, 

no such shift occurred: they 
believed that to study the 

universe scientifically was to 
reveal the glory o f 

God’s creation.

Calvinistic Puritanism viewed their work as researchers as a 
way of serving their God. Such scientists, he argued, viewed 
their work as commitments to religious vocations. Conse­
quently, these scientists engaged in their research with high 
levels of dedication, and their commitment to the tasks of sci­
entific inquiry as an expression of the Protestant work ethic 
advanced the development of modem science.

Still another contribution to their zeal for scientific re­
search, Merton pointed out, was the Calvinistic belief that all 
knowledge pointed to one truth—the truth of God. For 
Calvinists, it was not just theological knowledge that pointed 
to God. They believed that all knowledge provided insights 
into the nature and character of the Creator. Astronomy, 
physics, chemistiy, biology, and mathematics were all consid­
ered, by the Calvinists, to be capable ofyielding divine revela­
tions. Imbued with Calvinistic zeal, they believed that in the 

discoveries they made, they were adding to humanity’s understanding of God every bit as 
much as did biblical scholars. Geniuses such as Isaac Newton had no doubt in their minds 
that they were engaged in a holy quest as they explored the laws of nature and formulated 
mathematical postulates that demonstrated the harmonies of God’s creation.

Calvinism and Political Theory
Calvinism  was also a source for  t h e  form  of governm ent that marks our  society. 
Most novices in the field of political science have a tendency to assume that American 
political structures were copied from the British. Since so much of the American way of life 
has been derived from our brothers and sisters in the United Kingdom, it is easy to under­
stand that our constitutional system of government was copied from the British. Indeed, 
there is little doubt that the writings of Thomas Jefferson were highly influenced by the in­
sights and ideas ofthe likes of John Locke and other philosophers from the United Kingdom. 
The reality is, however, that if we stop and compare forms of government, we will be led to 
conclude that we are much more indebted to the governing ideas nurtured by Calvinism than 
we are to those ofthe British Isles.

Pulitzer Prize winner Marlynne Robinson, in her book The Death o f  Adam, makes the 
case that tendencies toward popular government, as evidenced in New England, can be 
traced back to 1528, when representative government was established in Geneva, Switzer­
land. Robinson points out that, as a result ofthe uprising in Geneva that overthrew the con­
trol exercised by the House of Savoy, Calvinists established, in place of the autocratic rule, the 
model of popularly elected city council members. This new form of government, she claims, 
was carried along with Calvinists’ religion to the Netherlands, and from there the Puritans 
brought it to America. Robinson deduces that it was the thinking and ways of the Calvinists 
that really provided the impetus for New England’s politics, with its town meetings and rep­
resentative government. It was from emancipated Geneva that the Dutch, and later those in 
New England, learned the polity of free elections.

Robinson cites the eighteenth-century American Puritan, John Wise, who wrote in his 
diary that New England’s Congregationalism was a product of Calvinism and, in conse­
quence, established democratic thinking. It was the democracy that was manifested in the 
Congregational forms of church life established by Calvinistic Puritans that nurtured what 
has come to be our republic. Robinson claims that Puritans such as John Wise promoted 
democracy, which they viewed as an outgrowth of Calvinistic Congregationalism as a practi­
cal and stable form of government suited to “the natural prerogatives of human beings.”

The southern states, which were settled by Christians of the Anglican Church rather than 
by Calvinistic Puritans, tended to be more inclined toward the policies of British govern­
ment. It is no surprise to Robinson that the South, unlike New England, established a sharply 
stratified society that shared the British beliefs that lent legitimacy to the practice of slavery.



Just and Unjust Criticisms of Calvinism
As EN V IR O N M E N T A L ISM  HAS CO M E M O R E  AN D  M O R E  TO T H E  F O R E , T H E R E  A R E T H O SE  SU C H  

as Lynn White who have blamed Protestant Christianity, and more specifically Calvinism, for 
an orientation toward nature that has led to the ecological disasters we now face. In a now fa­
mous article published in 1967 in Science magazine, White claimed that Calvinism developed 
what he called a “utilitarian view of nature.” Put simply, White declared that it was the Calvin­
ists who taught that the only value that nature has is in the use that we humans might find for 
it. White believed that Calvinism propagated the idea that God has given human beings do­
minion  over nature and that it is our right to exploit nature to satisfy our needs. He pointed out 
that Calvin wrote in his commentary on the Book of Genesis these words:

We infer what was the end for which all things were created; namely that none of the 
conveniences and necessities of life might be wanting to man. In the very order of cre­
ation, the paternal solicitude of God for man is conspicuous because He furnished the 
world with all things needful and even with an immense profusion of wealth before He 
formed man.

It is from such statements that White draws his negative conclusions about Calvinism.
Personally, I choose to argue just the opposite. If we go to Calvin’s Institutes o f  the Christian 

Religion, his classical magnum opus, we will find that John Calvin makes a strong case for en­
vironmental responsibility. Consider these words from the Institutes:

Let him who possesses a field, so partake of its yearly fruits, that he may not suffer the 
ground to be injured by his negligence; but let him endeavor to hand it down to poster­
ity as he received it, or even better cultivated. Let him so feed on its fruits that he neither 
dissipates it by luxury nor permits it to be marred or ruined by neglect... Let everyone 
regard himself as a steward of God in all things which he possesses. Then he will never 
conduct himself dissolutely, nor corrupt by abuse those things which God requires to be 
preserved.

Granted, Calvin, as a son of the Renaissance, developed a rational orientation toward na­
ture, lacking that mystical disposition toward God’s creation that was so evident in the atti­
tudes and words of St. Francis of Assisi. Nevertheless, there can be no doubt that a fair reading 
of Calvin would cause those who follow the thinking of this great reformer to take care of the 
natural world as a religious vocation.

Calvinism and the Holocaust
An o th er  serious  critic  of Calvinistic  th o u g h t  is found  in  E ric h  Fro m m . In  h is  
book Escape fro m  Freedom, Fromm suggests that Calvinistic thinking contributed to a mind­
set that allowed for the Holocaust that took the lives of more than slx million Jews. Calvinism, 
along with doctrines promoted by Martin Luther, made much of the claim that, apart from the 
spiritual regeneration resulting from the saving work of Christ, persons are “totally depraved.” 

The belief that there can be nothing righteous in anyone apart from Christ was one of the 
consequences of what most Calvinists believe about “original sin.” Calvinists declare that since 
the time of Adam and Eve and the disobedience to God’s will, all humanity has been rendered 
devoid of God’s goodness. “The Fall,” as they call it, resulted in the obliteration of anything that 
was good in human beings, and apart from what Christ can impart to those who surrender to 
Him, all humanity is damned to eternal punishment. There are some who will argue that this 
is an extreme distortion of Calvin’s teachings. They may be right, because in reality Calvin did 
say that there is such a thing as “venial grace,” which imparts worth to even those who may be 
deemed “spiritually unregenerate.” Nevertheless, Fromm does not concern himself with what 
Calvin actually said as much as he concerns himself with what the Calvinists have thought he 
said. That, he contends, is what led many Christians in Germany to view Jews as totally de­
praved persons, and to view throwing slx million of them into ovens at (continued on page 76)
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A Broken Frame:
Sephardi Occlusion and the Repairing 

of Jewish Dysfunction
by David Shasha

A
t  present , J ew ish  life  is  m arked  by a  serious difficulty  in  dealing  w ith  
the outside, non-Jewish world and by an equally difficult internal series of in­
tractable conflicts waged within the Jewish community. These conflicts, internal 
and external, bespeak a particular and insular vision of Judaism that judges the ex­
ternal as problematic. Too often, other approaches to Jewish life are ignored, even 

though they evolved from the same biblical and rabbinic antecedents.
In the centuries following the production of the Babylonian Talmud, an acculturation took 

place in the Middle Eastern and Mediterranean Jewish world, a world that was linked by a dy­
namic and creative rabbinical culture with its roots in the old Levant. This acculturation even­
tually led to what scholars have called “Arabization.” As rabbis and Jewish laypeople of the Mediter­
ranean basin and Near East adopted the Arabic language in the wake of the Islamic conquests, tu­
multuous changes took place that culminated in the achievements of Moses Maimonides 
(1138-1204), a figure who traveled from Spain in the West across North Africa to Egypt.

Historians have distorted Maimonides s historical influence in a desperate attempt to misread the 
immediate developments in the European Jewish world relating to his teachings and value system.

Religious Humanism
Today th e  supremacy  of M a im o nides  is o ften  taken for  granted , w hereas h is  actual 
teaching has been occluded. Maimonides developed a Judaism typified by the Religious 
Humanism that had been articulated by Middle Eastern thinkers in a polyglot form of Arabic 
culture. This Humanism infused the various sacred texts and traditions of the regions monothe­
istic religions with Greco-Roman science and rationalism.

Religious Humanism is a critically important category that is rarely articulated in its precise 
sense and is even less understood as a basis for Jewish self-understanding. These ideas integrate 
the parochial values of religion with the universal aspects of human civilization.

A fairly representative example of what this concept signifies can be found in the following two 
passages, the first of which comes from Maimonides himself and the second from Moses Angel:

It was not the object of the Prophets and our Sages in these utterances to close the gate of 
investigation entirely, and to prevent the mind from comprehending what is within its 
reach, as is imagined by simple and idle people, whom it suits better to put forth their igno­
rance and incapacity as wisdom and perfection, and to regard the distinction and wisdom 
of others as irreligion and imperfection, thus taking darkness for light and light for dark­
ness. The whole object of the Prophets and the Sages was to declare that a limit is set to 
human reason where it must halt (Guide o f  the Perplexed V.32).

Then, charity, which in the doctrine of abstract faith, means love for universal mankind, 
shall cease to be what concrete religion made it, love only for self and self’s imitators. Then, ,

David Shasha is the director o f  the Centerfor Sephardic Heritage in Brooklyn, New York. The center 
publishes a weekly e-mail newsletter, Sephardic Heritage Update (http://groups.google.com/ 
group/Davidshasha), and promotes cultural events.
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man shall acknowledge that true God-worship consists not in observance of any 
particular customs, but in the humble, zealous cultivation of those qualities by 
which the Eternal has made himself known to the world. The members of one 
creed shall not arrogate to themselves peculiar morality and peculiar salvation, 
denying both to the members of other creeds; but they shall learn that morality 
and salvation are the cause and effect of all earnest endeavors to rise to the knowl­
edge of revelation. Men shall cease to attempt the substitution of one set of forms 
for another set of forms; they shall satisfy themselves with being honest and dig­
nified exponents of their own mode of belief, and shall not seek to coerce what 
heaven has left unfettered—the rights of conscience. They shall strive to remove 
all obstacles to the spread of God-worship, by showing how superior the happi­
ness, the intellectuality, the virtue of its professors; but they shall stop there, not 
even for the sake of securing their obj ect preferring their own faith for that of an­
other. This was the original combination under which Christianity was called 
into existence; this was the power which enabled it to survive the shock which 
had destroyed all else, and to this must it return before its mission can be perfect­
ly accomplished. What the teachings of Sinai were to the children of Abraham, 
the teachings of the other mount were to be to the rest of the world; one was not 
to supei'sede the other, but to render it accessible {The Law  o f  Sinai and its A p­
pointed Times, 288-289).

Religious Humanism is the place where our traditional religious tenets meet with 
the universal aspects of science and rational culture. The teachings of Maimonides 
represent for Judaism a significant efflorescence of Religious Humanism, and the 
struggle against Maimonides was a major attempt to suppress it.

The Maimonidean Controversy
At th e  outset  of any discussion  o f  Relig io u s  H um an ism , w e  have w hat has 
become known as “The Maimonidean Controversy,” which, though accepted as 
axiomatic, is also murkier to us today than it was when it first emerged.

What was at the root of this controversy, and what transpired in its wake?
Central to the problem were the clashing Jewish visions of the two different rabbini­

cal traditions that emerged fully in the wake of the various bans and counter-bans that 
rose up after the Maimonidean oeuvre was published.

In the centuiy before Maimonides’s ministry, an Ashkenazi rabbinical school was 
founded by Rashi (1040-1145) and built up by Rabbi Jacob Tam (circa 1100-1171) and 
the members of his Tosafist group. The following basic principles were central to the 
teachings of the school: a fierce sense of talmudic essentialism, which sought to repli­
cate behaviors, concepts, and beliefs of the ancient talmudic society; an interpretive 
methodology known asp ilpu l, which adapted this talmudism to the socio-cultur- 
al needs of the community; and a hermetic system that sealed rabbinical study off from 
outside influences and marked talmudic interpretation as an exclusive system that 
eschewed the modalities of non-Jewish concepts or philosophies.

The emergence and acceptance of the new Maimonidean system in the Sephardic 
world reverberated in Ashkenazi communities and led to dramatic responses. A cross- 
cultural penetration of Ashkenazi thinking into Christian Spain in the thirteenth centu­
ry led to fierce battles on the front lines of the new Maimonidean culture. While rabbis 
in the Rhineland and Northern France were by and large immersed in their own reli­
gious world, the Jewish communities of Spain were deeply impacted by the new learn­
ing of Maimonides and his school—a school whose illustrious progenitors included 
Se’adya Ga’on (882-942), Bahya ibn Paquda (circa eleventh century), Samuel ibn 
Naghrela (993-1056), and Solomon ibn Gabirol (circa 1021-1057).

Within the new learning was a proclivity to seek wisdom from many different sources. 
Sephardic learning was not insular like its Ashkenazi counterpart, but took what it need­
ed from any source that could contribute to a better understanding of God’s creation.
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We must not follow the current practice of minimizing the impact of the Maimonidean Con­
troversy on subsequent Jewish life. The Maimonidean Controversy led to developments in 
Jewish law and Jewish thought with which we continue to struggle.

Pre-Modem Ashkenazi Insularity vs. Sephardic Pluralism
Th e  binary  t e m p l a t e  o f  t h e  early  M id d l e  A ges set  o u t  tw o  v a r ia n t  fo r m s  of 
rabbinical Judaism. One was based on an open-ended form of Religious Humanism, while the 
other laid the seeds for a fundamentalist Judaism.

This binarism lay dormant in Jewish history for many centuries. While Ashkenazi talmudism 
remained relatively static, as it was exclusively tied to ritual matters and legal theory, Sephardic 
literary production remained consistently pluralistic and dynamic. Ashkenazi writers worked 
on talmudic novellae and works of Responsa that often acted as intellectual exercises rather than 
practical case studies and court rulings. In contrast, Sephardic writers produced works of litera­
ture (religious and secular), philosophy, science, ethics, biblical interpretation, history, Hebrew 
grammar, and many other diverse intellectual studies that spoke to the fundamental centrality of 
Religious Humanism in the culture.

Religious Humanism sought to link the parochial concerns of the Jewish ritual and liturgical 
tradition (the element that made Judaism unique among other cultures and faiths) with a con­
cern for what could best be described as the old Greek paidea: that form of humanistic learning 
characteristic of an educated person in the ancient world.

This form of paidea, in Arabic called adab, became a central part of Jewish learning in the 
early medieval period and reached its high point in Maimonides’s seminal achievements. The 
various bans and attacks on Maimonides had to do with his Religious Humanism. In the most fa­
mous—and egregious—case of this, we see a rabbinical ban on the first book of the Mishneh 
Torah— Sefer ha-M adda’—which incorporates humanistic concepts and learning into a discus­
sion of ethical and intellectual principles in Jewish thought and practice. The anti-Maimonidean 
reaction to this Religious Humanism was swift and decisive. It would forever stigmatize the “hu­
manist” side of Religious Humanism and try to beat back what its detractors saw as alien influ­
ences in Jewish life.

Orthodox Insularity vs. Reform Pluralism 
among Modern Ashkenazim
As THE MODERN ERA UNFOLDED, EUROPEAN JUDAISM STRUGGLED WITH THE PROBLEMS THAT
such rejectionism placed on its ability to adapt to the ways of the world. So long as European Ju­
daism remained locked into ghettoes, the matter of acculturation was not seen as a decisive issue. 
But once Europe began to change and provide to Jews the ability to integrate into their societies, 
deep conflicts arose in the Jewish world.

Some very basic trends began to emerge in the European Jewish world of the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries: stirrings of a movement for Reform clashed with the old talmu­
dic schools in Eastern Europe. Moses Mendelssohn (circa 1727-1786), a seminal figure and an 
observant Jew, was initially seen as a possible danger to the pristine hermetic faith, much as 
Azariah de Rossi (circa 1513-1578) was seen by an earlier generation. Mendelssohn provided his 
own take on Religious Humanism by reading some of the new European learning into the 
Jewish sources.

The confusion created by Mendelssohn s teaching led to a renewed effort in rabbinical circles 
to refuse any connection with the outside culture. In the long run, Mendelssohn became an icon 
to the reformers and rejected by what would become known as Orthodoxy. Orthodoxy, a move­
ment created in reaction to the establishment of Reform Judaism, soon closed ranks against the 
attempt by rabbis to incorporate humanist culture into Judaism.

Such was a repetition of the Maimonidean Controversy that led to new fissures and conflicts 
in Ashkenazi Jewish culture.

The Balance Shifts
The continuation  of M aim onidean  th in k in g  am ong  th e  Sephardic  elite  in  th e  early 
Modern age found brilliant rabbinical figures such as Saul Morteira (circa 1596-1660),

W W W . T I K K U N . O R G  J A N U A R Y / F E B R U A R Y  2 0 1 0

http://WWW.TIKKUN.ORG


Menasseh ben Israel (1604-1657), Isaac Abendana (circa 1640-1710), David Nieto 
(1654-1728), and others articulating a Judaism that was comfortable engaging with the 
new European learning and consistent with the old Maimonidean school and its 
adherence to the pluralistic values of Religious Humanism.

Massive upheavals shook the early modern Jewish world as many in the Sephardic 
world embraced the mystical frenzy of Sabbatianism and its anti-rational mystic 
tendencies. Nevertheless, many Sephardic sages continued to study and promote the 
old curriculum in places such as Amsterdam, London, Venice, Salonica, and Fez.

During this same time period, a demographic imbalance began to develop 
between the Sephardic and Ashkenazi worlds. Socio-cultural changes weak­
ened the old Sephardic world and empowered the Ashkenazim. Europe 
emerged as a major global force, and the power of the Ottoman and Arab 
worlds waned in the wake of colonialism and the international power politics 
that crested in World War I. The process culminated in the destruction of the 
Ottoman Empire and the occupation of the Levant and North Africa by the 
European powers. Thus would the Jews of Europe rise in the context of Jewish 
life the world over.

To take but a single example of this phenomenon, we have the figure of 
Adolphe Cremieux (1796-1880) in France, who reached out to his “less fortu­
nate” brethren in North Africa and drew up a decree to provide Algerian Jews 
with special protections afforded by the French government. This example 
shows us the complicated ways in which Europe’s Jews took the lead in world 
Jewish affairs. And with this change came the emergence of new and often per­
plexing developments in Judaism and Jewish life.

At the very dawn of the twentieth century, new developments were taking place in 
the Jewish world that would have a decisive impact on future events.

The Ascendancy of the Ashkenazim, 
and their Denominational Schisms
A MASSIVE WAVE OF IMMIGRATION BROUGHT EASTERN EUROPEAN JEWS TO THE
United States, where they eventually overwhelmed the previous Jewish immigrants, 
many of whom were Sephardim. A gradual transition took place in American Jewry, 
from a cosmopolitan Atlantic Judaism (a community that stretched from London to 
Livorno to Gibraltar to Jamaica to Charleston, Newport, Manhattan and Philadelphia, 
led by seminal figures such as Isaac Leeser, Sabato Morais, and Henry Pereira-Mendes) 
to a more complex amalgamation of the diffuse and often warring Ashkenazi Jewish 
groups that brought to America the conflicts that had been waged in the old country.

It should be remembered that a crucial American figure such as Isaac Leeser 
(1806-1868), himself an Ashkenazi, acculturated to the Sephardic model in order to 
work as a rabbi in this country. Just as Rabbi Saul Morteira, an Ashkenazi by birth as 
well, had adapted to the Sephardic Jewish society of seventeenth-century Amsterdam, 
so too did the nineteenth-century Jewish Americans adopt the old Sephardic model.

In America, the European immigrant Reformers and the Orthodox were joined by 
those who sought to remove themselves from the Jewish fold and start a new life in a 
new world. Jewish unity was not the watchword of the Eastern European immigrants. 
Replicating the models of the old world, the immigrants broke off into separate factions 
that reproduced the acrimony of the shtetl world and its tense relationship to the mod­
ern age.

A glance at the biography of Sabato Morais (1823-1897) reveals the difficulty in the 
conferral of names, identities, categories, and concepts on American Jewry. Morais was 
a major presence in American Jewish life in the second half of the nineteenth century. 
But today his name is barely known, and those who do mention him often seek to iden­
tify him in denominational terms. Both Orthodox and Conservative writers have sought 
in vain to identify Morais as one of their own.

And yet Morais himself, as was consistently the case among the (continued on page 76)

It is time that we 
paid respect to the 
Sephardic tradition 

of pluralism, 
tolerance, and 

inclusion.
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A Holy Curiosity:
The Synergy of Reason and Emotion

by Bradley Shavit Artson

W
HEN PEOPLE CONSIDER WESTERN THOUGHT, THEY TEND TO FALL INTO
two main camps.

The first camp consists of people who single out logic and reason, and who 
regard that mode as the core of human identity, as the pinnacle of human 
achievement, and as the mark of our uniqueness as a species. They hold logi­

cal thinking to be in opposition to emotion, which they view as tied to animal existence and an in­
ferior state of being.

The second camp consists of emotionalists who are upset by this exaltation of reason. Members 
of this group insist that it is passion and feeling that liberate our artistic sensibility, imagination, 
and deepest ability to connect to the world around us, and that reason is somehow sterile, still­
born, not really fully human.

The greats of history line up on one side or another of the divide. Let me share with you the 
names and views of some people who weigh in on this one:

• Pythagoras, the great Greek mathematician, says, “Reason is immortal, all else is mortal.”
• Sophocles, in his brilliant tragedy Antigone, writes, “Reason is God’s crowning gift to man.”
• Cicero, the Roman politician and senator, notes, “He only employs his passion who can 

make no use of reason.” Emotion is a fallback.
• And then we have the French weighing in, of course, on the other extreme: Blaise Pasqual 

teaches, “The heart has its reasons, which reason knows nothing of.”
• Rabbi Yisrael Lipkin Salanter, the father of the Mussar movement, teaches, “Man is freed 

by his imagination, but bound by his reason.”
• Felix Frankfurter, Justice of the United States Supreme Court, says, “Fragile as reason is 

and limited as law is as the institutionalized medium of reason, that’s all we have between 
us and the tyranny of mere will and the cruelty of unbridled, undisciplined feelings.”

• The last voice I want to share, who doesn’t agree at all with Justice Frankfurter, is Albert 
Einstein. One might expect him to weigh in on the side of logic and reason, but he does not: 
“I am enough of an artist,” Einstein says, “to draw freely upon my imagination. Imagination 
is more important than knowledge. Knowledge is limited; imagination encircles the 
world.”

Apparently we must make a choice as to who we want to be in the world. We can identify with 
Mr. Spock, the guy with pointy ears from Star Trek. We can struggle to sublimate our human 
tendency to emotion and embrace our Vulcan commitment to dispassionate reason. In Jewish 
tradition the person that comes closest to this ideal is Acher, Rabbi Elisha ben Abuya, who—we 
are told in the Gemara—has the capacity to reason so brilliantly that no other sage could under­
stand what he was teaching; who—even as a heretic—could out-logic the Halachic thinking of 
Rabbi Meir, his student, who was by far the most brilliant posek (authority on Halachic law) of his 
time. And what does that extreme commitment to reason lead Acher to? Nothing but the charge 
ofheresy!

The other choice is to identify with Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, a brilliant, juvenile, impulsive

Rabbi Bradley Shavit Artson (www. bradartson.com) is the dean ofthe Ziegler School o f  Rabbinic Stud­
ies at the American Jewish University. His latest book is Everyday Torah: Weekly Reflections and In­
spirations (McGraw Hill).
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jerk who gives in to his emotion, produces fabulous music, and screws up 
every life he touches, including his own. In our tradition, that emotional ex­
treme is represented hy Samson, the j ock who is able to bring the house down, 
but who could not contain himself in the presence of a Philistine skirt.

A commitment to unadulterated reason and logic (which views imagina­
tion and emotion as somehow degraded and a betrayal of the highest 
heritage of being human), or a commitment to the exclusive rule of passion 
(the idea that giving in to one’s fantasy and emotions is the best and surest way 
to connect to the world around us, paired with the view that reason is some­
how a paranoid defense against honest feelings): these two commitments 
seem to be the options that Western and Jewish tradition present us. Myjob is 
to make that dichotomy problematic.

The Explosive Tale of Phineas Gage
L e t ’s tr a v el  in  t im e  back  to  Ve r m o n t  in  1848. Th e  s ea so n  is

summer, and a man named Phineas Gage is aforeman on a railroad construc­
tion project for the Rutland and Burlington Railroad. His job is to supervise 
the blasting away of the rock by drilling a hole into the rock, pouring gunpow­
der into the hole, tapping sand over the gunpowder, and then striking the mix 
with a three-foot-long, thirteen-pound iron peg with sufficient force to ignite 
the gunpowder. Because the sand is tamped down hard, the explosion is 
forced down into the rock, rather than up toward the laborers.

On this fateful day, Gage is in the process of pouring the gunpowder when someone calls 
his name. He turns around and, without thinking, rests the iron rod in the gunpowder. Wit­
nesses report that they heard a powerful explosion and saw a cloud of smoke, and then a 
metal projectile soaring through the air. This projectile was the iron rod—now a missile—that 
had pierced under Gage’s chin, ripped through his cranium, and then soared high into the air. 
Gage was found lying down after this escapade, but sat up, talked, had a drink, sat on the back 
of a cart, and drove on the back of the cart into town to see the doctor, who was surprised to see 
a man with a hole in two parts of his head where none had previously existed. Gage’s co work­
ers gathered the iron rod and brought it to the doctor, thinking he might find it significant 
somehow. From that point on and through the rest of his life, Gage refused to part with the 
iron rod; he carried it with him everywhere.

Gage was fine, ruled the doctor. He was able to speak, he was able to move, he was able to 
taste, touch, and smell. He was able to engage in rational conversation. He seemed to be OK. 
Within two months the wounds had more or less healed, and then people noticed something- 
odd about the man. His friends said, “Gage is no longer Gage.” This man, who had previously 
been hardworking, started to lose one job after another. This man, who had formerly been 
temperate and kind, was now irascible, obscene, and given to such profanity that women 
were counseled to stay out of his presence. He spent the rest of his life unable to form relation­
ships, alienated from his friends, and unable to hold a job. For a while he was even part of a 
“freak show” at the circus.

Phineas P. Gage ( 1 8 2 3 - 1 8 6 0 )  
holds the tamping iron that 
passed through his brain. 
Gage appeared to be rational, 
but his reduced ability to 
process his emotions made it 
hard for him to act on his ra­
tionality. The author cites this 
case as evidence that “the view 
that logic and emotions are 
separate and opposingfacul- 
ties is biologically false.”

In a brilliant book titled Descartes’Error, Neuroscientist Antonio Damasio from the Uni­
versity of Southern California considers this case and many others. He points out that in case 
after case in which people’s brain injuries somehow tamper with their ability to process emo­
tions, even when their reasoning seems unimpaired, the result is that their logical capabilities 
are diminished. They are not able to use emotion to guide their decision-making. They are no 
longer able to reach conclusions. It turns out that the view that logic and emotions are sepa­
rate and opposing faculties is biologically false. Thought requires the input of emotion. Emo­
tion requires the input of thought. These are two different facets of one integrated process.

So What Does the Blend of Emotion and Logic Mean for Us?
W hat does it  m ea n  that  logic  and  f e e l in g  are  in teg r a ted  in  a sin g le  m enta l  
process? Recall, please, that the purpose of higher learning is not (continued on page 78)
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Student Power
FREEDOM’S ORATOR: MARIO SAVIO AND THE RADICAL LEGACY OF THE 1960s by Robert Cohen 

Oxford University Press, 2009

Review by BettinaAptheker

J
UST BEFORE THANKSGIVING
2009, regents ofthe University 
of California, in defiance of 
unanimous faculty and stu­
dent opposition, voted to raise 
fees for admission to Univer­
sity of California schools by 32 

percent. Even with financial aid programs 
proposed by the UC Presidents Office, this 
fee increase will force many students to 
withdraw from school and many others to 
never seek admission. As is so often the 
case in such situations, it is students of 
color who will be particularly impacted in a 
state in which 57-4 percent of the popula­
tion—an absolute majority—are people of 
color. The regents’ actions precipitated 
rolling waves of protests, including sit-ins, 
by thousands of students on five campuses. 
At UC Berkeley, police in full riot gear were 
particularly and gratuitously violent, and 
several students were seriously injured.

Students in today’s protests draw upon 
a rich history of student activism in the 
1960s, some of which is described in this 
excellent biography of Mario Savio, who led 
the Free Speech Movement at Berkeley in 
1964. This biography could not be more 
relevant or more prescient in its historical 
sweep and in the issues galvanizing student 
activists a generation ago.

On December 2, 1964, more than a 
thousand students under the leadership of 

I the Free Speech Movement occupied 
i  Sproul Hall, the administration building at
|  the University of California, Berkeley. They
o were protesting restrictions on freedom of
o

S speech that the regents had enforced to 
a prevent student participation in the civil 
|  rights movement, especially in the San 
|  Francisco Bay Area. The previous spring, 
|  students had successfully mobilized mas- 
< sive protests against the widespread racial

discrimination in hiring practices in the 
hotel industry, auto sales, and banking. 
Within two weeks of the December 2 sit-in, 
the regents reluctantly passed a resolution 
stating that henceforth their regulations 
“would not go beyond the purview of the 
First and Fourteenth Amendments to the 
U.S. Constitution.” They were forced to do 
this after an overwhelming majority of UC 
Berkeley faculty voted to support the Free 
Speech Movement, and graduate students 
and staff went out on a strike sanctioned by 
the Labor Council. Twenty thousand stu­
dents attended the consequent victory rally.

The Free Speech Movement sent shock 
waves through campuses across the coun­
try and the world, resulting in changes in 
university regulations and educational ac­
cess, teach-ins against the war in Vietnam, 
and (within three years) the historic, pro­
democracy student uprisings in Paris and 
Prague, Mexico City and Santiago. Among 
the UC Berkeley students who led and par­
ticipated in the Free Speech Movement 
were Jack Weinberg, who is now an inter­
national leader of Greenpeace; Jackie 
Goldberg, who until her recent retirement 
was a member of the California State Legis­
lature; Rabbi Michael Lemer, now editor 
of Tikkun; and Susan Griffin, feminist au­
thor of a dozen best-selling books. Hun­
dreds of others, steeled in the movement’s 
fires, have gone on to distinguished profes­
sional careers in every imaginable field and 
have become partisans for progressive and 
radical social change. Although this was 
very much a collective, democratic move­
ment fashioned after the participatory 
democracy of the Southern Civil Rights 
Movement, our acknowledged leader was 
Mario Savio, a twenty-one-year-old  
philosophy major and veteran of the 1964 
Mississippi Freedom Summer Project.

M ario Savio  ( c e n te r ) ,  B e ttin a A p th e k e r  (r ig h t) , 1964.

In this book Robert Cohen has written 
a definitive biography of Mario Savio. He 
accomplishes the complex task of inter­
weaving Mario’s personal story with that of 
his political engagements, and deftly ties 
both to the history of the peace and social 
justice movements that followed. Among 
Cohen’s many strengths as a biographer is 
his almost uncanny ability to understand 
Savio’s motivations, to see the goodness of 
his heart, and to honestly consider the psy­
chological demons Savio worked so hard to 
overcome.

Mario was wounded in childhood by, 
among many things, sexual abuse. He 
stammered so badly that he required years 
of speech therapy. He was a lapsed Catholic 
who had left the church but deeply believed 
in the compassion of Jesus and the most 
radical traditions of liberation theology. As 
Cohen accurately shows, Mario shunned 
ideological dogma and celebrity and re­
buked administrative incompetence and 
arrogance during his leadership of the Free 
Speech Movement. He went on to become 
a brilliant theoretical physicist for whom a 
theorem was named. He was a loving hus­
band, an adoring father, and a devoted 
friend. He died tragically and prematurely 
in November 1996, well before his sixtieth 
birthday, while campaigning to stop a pro­
posed hike in student fees at Sonoma State 
University, where he was a lecturer in 
mathematics, physics, and philosophy.

In courageously discussing issues of 
child sexual abuse, Cohen exemplifies a 
feminist awareness of the ways in which the 
personal and the political are intertwined. 
And when Savio engaged in a political or 
personal struggle, as Cohen demonstrates, 
he studied relevant experiences, spiritual 
practices, theories and laws, legislative 
mandates, and university regulations all
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with uncommon attention, perceiving the 
logic behind them and analyzing their per­
sonal, political, economic, and social impli­
cations. Marios eloquence, his belief in 
goodness and redemption, his personal 
horror at the suffering he saw in pictures of 
the Holocaust from his post-World War II 
childhood, and that he witnessed in the 
Mississippi in the 1960s, Vietnam in the 
1970s, Nicaragua in the 1980s, and Lati- 
no/Chicano immigrant communities in 
California in the 1990s, shaped his life. 
Cohen includes one hundred pages of 
Mario’s speeches and writings, and we 
come to appreciate them as a model of pas­
sionate intelligence. They also educate us 
so that we can see the ways in which sys­
tems of domination, hierarchy, greed, and 
aggression are intertwined.

Robert Cohen’s biography of Mario 
Savio is earnest, comprehensive, and writ­
ten as a compelling narrative that does jus­
tice to its subject. For this we can all be 
profoundly grateful. ■

BettinaAptheker co-led the Free Speech Move­
ment as a member o f its steering committee. She 
is D istinguished Professor o f Feminist Studies 
and H istory a t the U niversity o f California, 
Santa Cruz. Her most recent book is a memoir, 
Intimate Politics: How I Grew Up Red, Fought 
for Free Speech, and Became a Feminist Rebel. 
(Seal Press, 2006).

THE MYSTERY OF 
FORGIVENESS
BEYOND REVENGE: THE EVOLUTION OF 
THE FORGIVENESS INSTINCT

by Michael McCullough, Jossey Bass, 2008

NOENEMYTOCONQUER:
FORGIVENESS IN AN UNFORGIVING WORLD

by Michael Henderson 
Baylor University Press, 2008

Review by RogerS. Gottlieb

R
e m e m b e r  th a t  n er v o u s  
feeling you have after a fight 
with your spouse and before 
you’ve made up. Or the hid­
den relish you feel at the 
thought of payback for some 
coworker who complained 
about you to the boss. These are not

emotional quirks or moral failings. Such 
deep attractions to both forgiveness and 
revenge are, psychological researcher 
Michael McCullough tells us, hard-wired 
aspects of our brain and personality. They 
are experiential and behavioral tenden­
cies created by evolutionary selection that 
have proved beneficial in the long-term 
struggle to carry our genes from one gen­
eration to the next.

McCullough confronts head-on the 
widespread idea that revenge is some kind 
of disease, for which forgiveness is the 
proper cure. Rather, both revenge and  
forgiveness are necessary aspects of 
human development and, in many cases, 
the development of other animals, as well. 
The threat, even the practice, of revenge 
keeps aggression in check and motivates 
individuals to take equal responsibility in 
their groups’ tasks and dangers. Forgive­
ness promotes close ties among families, 
animal groups, and human communi­
ties—ties necessary for mutual support in 
the fight for survival. McCullough supports 
his account with various types of evidence, 
describing how certain Latin American 
fish have strategies to encourage each 
other to take equal risks in scouting out 
predators, or how some of the higher pri­
mates are more likely to engage in recon­
ciliation activities like hugging, kissing, 
and grooming after a conflict than before. 
He also refers to ingenious computer sim­
ulations of the outcomes of various strate­
gies of forgiveness and revenge: a cautious 
program that allows for the judicious use 
of each is the most successful in 
the long run, according to these 
simulations. Finally, he cites 
neurological studies that asso­
ciate feelings of revenge and 
forgiveness with particular 
parts of the brain.

Beyond Revenge also targets 
what McCullough calls the 
“myth of social science”—the 
idea that human behavior is totally deter­
mined by culture, education, and social 
pressure, and that we have no hard-wired 
determinants of how we act. Over the 
course of the book, he compiles evidence 
to refute this myth.

The irony of McCullough’s position is 
his conclusion: since we are hard-wired to 
both forgiveness and revenge, it turns out

that social, cultural, and historical con­
texts determine which will predominate. 
If the context leads us to the three neces­
sary steps of forgiveness—seeing former 
enemies as people who are worthy of care 
and with whom we can empathize; feeling 
that they are no longer a significant threat; 
and witnessing some kind of apology or 
self-abasement from them —then forgive­
ness can arise. If the context doesn’t meet 
these conditions, forgiveness is unlikely to 
arise. In practice then, both with and 
without the idea th a t forgiveness and 
revenge are built in, the context is all- 
important.

McCullough’s book is intriguing and 
well written, but at times I wonder if he is 
really confronting the problem of forgive­
ness as we face it in real life. While he pays 
a little attention to social conflicts like the 
one in South Africa—where the truth 
and reconciliation commissions seem to 
confirm some of his claims about the nec­
essary stages of forgiveness—the vast ma­
jority of his examples come from animals 
who try to discipline group members or 
experimental subjects who, for example, 
get insulted by an experimenter.

Are these kinds of examples really 
germane to understanding the dynamic 
of forgiveness in dreadful flare-ups like 
the recent Israeli incursion into Gaza, 
with its attendant nearly 1,500 deaths; or 
the less publicized but clearly much more 
severe violence between Christians and 
Muslims in Nigeria, with more than 
50,000 deaths; or the civil wars in 

Lebanon, El Salvador, and 
Guatemala with over 100,000 
deaths in each; or ethnic strife 
in Darfur, with over 300,000?

Extreme situations like 
these are the subject of No 
E nem y to Conquer. And in fact 
many of the narratives in Hen­
derson’s serious, thoughtful, 
and at times compelling book 

confirm McCullough’s positions, but they 
also include some important elements 
that McCullough ignores.

As Henderson himself makes quite 
clear, his approach is story oriented rather 
than theoretical, and the heart of his pre­
sentation are graphic descriptions of situa­
tions in which, after almost unimaginable 
brutality, some kind of forgiveness and
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reconciliation arise. His book is also 
something of a collaborative effort, in­
cluding short, powerful, and widely varied 
essays by eleven other “forgiveness ac­
tivists,” including Desmond Tutu, British 
Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, the late 
Pakistani Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto, 
former Ugandan cabinet minister Betty 
Bigombe, and a number o f committed, 
engaged academics.

Henderson’s book leads us to ask: 
What will allow us to see our enemies in 
a new light that will make forgiveness 
possible? How can a member o f an eth­
nic or political group who raped your sis­
ter or murdered your son become 
someone “worthy of care,” even if  he is no 
longer a threat? For example: how did 
Judea Pearl, father of the beheaded-for- 
the-camera journalist Daniel Pearl, 
commit himself to public action against 
the kind of “hatred that took the life of 
my son,” working with a Muslim peace 
activist in public settings?

From Henderson we know that there 
are some common points along the 
journey.

First, there must arise a kind of fun­
damental revulsion at the process and 
effects o f violence. The broken bodies, 
families, and communities to which 
these conflicts give rise must cease to be 
attractive. An essentially moral horror at 
the “fruits” of revenge must take prece­
dence over the (evolutionarily based, 
McCullough insists) pleasure o f getting 
even. Judea Pearl was clear in his asser­
tion that “hate” killed his son, and it was 
hate that he was opposing.

Only after this kind o f perceptual 
change can empathy arise—a sense of 
commonality between our grief, frustra­
tion, and oppression and that of our ene­
mies. Talking about Ahmed Akbar, his 
Islamic partner in opposing hatred, 
Pearl said: “Ahmed was the only Muslim 
author I read who had expressed empa­
thy for the sense o f siege Israelis feel. 
Empathy is the essence of understand­
ing and the prerequisite to dialogue.”

Third, in order for the transforma­
tion o f select individuals like Pearl or 
Akbar to have any public effect, an enor­
mous amount of work is necessary, work 
that involves listening to the horrific stories 
o f survivors, establishing credibility in

warring communities, and accepting a 
host of inevitable setbacks.

Many o f McCullough’s generaliza­
tions, and those of Henderson as well, 
describe these processes. For those of us 
who wonder if  Palestinian and Israeli, 
Irish and English, or other warring 
groups can ever have peace, Henderson’s 
inspiring examples make clear that any 
groups, no matter what their history, can 
be reconciled, if something like the com­
bination o f factors described so far oc­
curs.

Yet how do particular individuals who 
themselves have taken part in the violence 
(and forcefully encouraged others to do 
so in many o f the examples Henderson 
offers) turn their backs on conflicts that 
take tens or hundreds of thousands of 
lives, and come to embrace each other as 
comrades in the long attempt to heal 
their common wounds? What gives a 
person the courage to reject self- 
righteous hatred and embrace empathy 
and humility? How can we recognize our 
own moral weaknesses as well as those of 
the other side and see that, under com­
parable conditions, we might act the 
same way? How do we convince our­
selves, on a spiritual and psychological 
level, that the certainties of conflict are 
more destructive than the uncertainties 
of peace, or that love is less painful and 
more fulfilling than rage and bitterness?

I don’t know, and neither do these au­
thors. They can show some of the condi­
tions under which such shifts in attitude 
take place, both theoretically and as his­
torical narratives. But no one knows why 
some people make the necessary changes 
and others don’t. Despite these authors’ 
serious attempts to make forgiveness 
comprehensible, the human heart re­
mains a mystery to us all. Yet at least these 
books tell us that the changes are possible 
for us as human beings and have many 
times, against all expectation, actually oc­
curred. That alone makes both of them  
very much worth reading. ■

Roger S. Gottlieb is a professor o f philosophy at 
Worcester Polytechnic Institute. Two o f his 
books are A  Greener Faith: Religious Environ­
mentalism and Our Planet’s Future and A  
Spirituality of Resistance: Finding a Peaceful 
Heart and Protecting the Earth.

POLITICAL GEOGRAPHY 
OF THE IMAGINATION
WAR BIRD by David Gewanter

Phoenix Poets: University of Chicago Press, 2009

R eview  by  Sean E n righ t

HERE DOES THE IMAGI- 

nation live, and what 
are its politics?

In David Gewanter’s 
poem, “American In­
cognito,” a wounded 
Afghanistan veteran 

em ails hom e to say, “As a state ... /  
Afghanistan is next to Mars.” And in 
“Hamlet of Merano: The Lotus Eaters,” 
Gewanter plays with the roles of tour guide 
and literary historian, knotting together a 
poem from strands of history and litera­
ture, even as he makes something new of 
the aggrandizing narcotic of the place it­
self. In both cases the reader can live in a 
verbal space greater than physical percep­
tion or emotional recognition, in the fires 
sparked by juxtaposition.

A town in the Alps between Italy and 
Germany, Merano is not only a geographic 
border, but also a cultural and historical 
one. Gewanter’s poem is an extraordinary 
guide to a Merano not in any record, one 
that hides in imagination’s untouchable 
shadow, ideal and replete. Pound wrote 
part of The Cantos in Merano; Kafka went 
there as a cure for tuberculosis (“even 
Kafka, scowling like Bogart /  came to 
Merano once, for the waters”). This line 
about Kafka is a wondrous quoting of 
Casablanca that captures the film’s droll 
irony, as Rick says to Captain Renault, “I 
came to Casablanca for the waters,” and 
Renault replies, “The waters? What wa­
ters? We’re in the desert,” to which Rick 
replies, “I was misinformed.”

In the poem’s present tense, under­
grad tourists (“the ox-eyed /  girls o f Ap­
palachia College (study abroad) /  stretch 
for the castle’s champagne grapes, /  or 
play hacky sack in short-shorts... /  O to be 
a grape underfoot—”) are subordinated to 
the history of the place. Gewanter sum­
mons the Lotus Eaters of Homer, 
Herodotus, and Tennyson, and the mysti­
cal plant that Homer’s sailors eat, which 
kills their desire to return to the ship and
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keeps them locked in their dreams: “The 
eye sees what it remembers, /  the imagina­
tion dreams its rut /  is fresh, not tragical- 
comical-historical... /  Who, pocketing the 
chilly grapes, would not /  name himself 
king here, /  and forget who is king?”

We’re used to reading political philoso­
phy, history, and cultural objects as them­
selves first—that is, as definite “non-fiction” 
texts that revel in linearity and objectivity. 
Journalism lassoes a topic at best with a 
fine sprinkling of detail. Gewanter uses 
politics, history, and culture, but not objec­
tively: he proclaims his poems; character or 
setting lead, and develop in tone from the 
set of a characters mouth, the suggestive 
atmosphere or shape of a landscape. His 
diction and associations trip us up and 
force us back to chaotic juxtapositions built 
within, or by, sentences; his 
syntax creates a history of his 
imagination, which we read 
as an imagining of our his­
tory.

In “1972: The Battery,” the 
weather, adolescent political 
feelings, and sexual matura­
tion (“the battery hums 
along the leg”) conspire with 
the first hints of adult ennui 
in the American summer of the Cambodi­
an incursion. Two high school boys, the 
“Billboard Bandits,” are electrocuted dur­
ing one of their pranks, and their school 
becomes a battleground. When the bomb­
ing in Cambodia begins, the radical stu­
dents want to leave the flag at half-mast, 
their private grief for the Billboard Ban­
dits mutating into a public outcry over the 
political decision. At end, the hippies and 
the football players face off in an Ameri­
can political contest in miniature, over 
keeping the flag down in shame or up high 
in pride.

“American Incognito,” a startling, 
longer poem, unites wounded Iraq war 
veterans at Walter Reed hospital; the dis­
covery of the spine of a prehistoric beast 
found in Washington, D.C., in 1898; and a 
primer on breeding hawks. It’s an an­
guished political howling. A wounded vet 
who once burned poppies in Afghanistan 
now finds comfort and forgetfulness 
only in his morphine treatment (“gorked 
on pain re lief cocktails”). And in the 
momentous year 2001 when the poem is

set, the future that did happen wasn’t 
“monkeys talking” as in 2001: A  Space 
Odyssey. Rather, history stepped ahead all 
over our dreams for it, ridiculously (in the 
honoring of a Capitolosaurus dinosaur 
which never really was), politically (in the 
confused, negating tenure of George W. 
Bush), and tragically (in a chilling Sep­
tember 11 reference to the moment “when 
Mohammed Atta decides he cannot date a 
waitress”). Soldiers patrol in a dust storm 
in Iraq, a scene crosscut with George W. 
Bush’s DUI and Laura Bush’s “vehicular 
manslaughter” conviction in high school 
(“the car found guilty”).

Gewanter shows great range to superb 
effect: from “Baudelaire’s Day Book (Sep­
tember, 1993: The Cauliflower)”—an 
imagistic prose-poem of a death-bed 

vigil—to “War Bird: A Journal,” a 
mad rifling on the 2003 poets’ 
anti-war rally at the White 
House, in response to Laura 
Bush’s politically minded cancel­
lation of a poetry “salon.” Then 
there’s “Desaparecidos: The Un­
speakable,” a playful poem about 
modern critical poetical thinking 
that is also a moving elegy for the 
silence real grief imposes when 

language fails us.
The poems are funny, vicious, and 

swirling. Many are politically motivated, 
their ironic language lobbying for connec­
tions between strata of meanings. How do 
politics and history and culture sound in 
the subj ective, as something spoken by the 
poet who cares about the texture of lan­
guage, the privileged placement of sound 
and sense, above a layer of “meaning?” 
Gewanter’s history feels personal, a history 
he creates consciously in the present, as a 
preparation for the future. We want some 
of our poems, at least, to be beyond know­
ing, larger than plot-driven, not neces­
sarily lessons in how to feel or what to see, 
but voices we catch and chase, like a 
drowsy consciousness drifting toward 
sleep, suddenly sharply awake, enlight­
ened or puzzled by possibility. ■

Sean Enright is a poet, novelist, andplaywright. 
His latest play, Home for the Holocaust, is a 
black comedy about domestic teirorism, and his 
most recent novel m anuscript is The Playboy of 
Hoboken. He lives in  M aryland.

[MUSIC]

QUIET ECSTASY
THE HIDDEN ONE (HANE'ELAM):
JEWISH MYSTICAL SONGS

by Richard Kaplan, Five Souls Music, 2009

Review by Jonathan Seidel

R
ic h a r d  Ka pla n ’s n e w  CD, 
The H idden  One (H ane’e- 
lam): Jewish Mystical Songs, 
presents a powerfully evoca­
tive musical dance between 
the “hidden” and the “re­
vealed,” as heard in poignant, 
immediately haunting silences and in the 

sparse, understated n igun im  (melodies 
without words) found in subtle doses 
throughout the album.

Vocalist and cantor Kaplan, accompa­
nied by an ensemble of stellar musicians 
and singers, has created a prayerful gem of 
a CD that I (as one who deeply resonates 
with Sephardic and Hasidic music) believe 
will become a classic. It’s as if he were chan­
neling the primordial music of a barely 
known, esoteric kabbalistic sect, situ­
ated somewhere in 
the spaces between 
Haim ben Attar (the 
famous Sephardic 
mystic who influ­
enced the birth of 
Hasidism) and the 
Ba’al Shem Tov. I felt I had somehow heard 
this music before, perhaps in a previous 
gilgul (incarnation), when we were en­
gaged with a paradigm-shifting Sufi/ 
Sephardic/Hasidic/Proto-Jazz community.

To devotees of Jewish music, this CD is 
a love song, sung with and without words, 
sung in Hebrew and Aramaic from the 
classic liturgy and Zohar, or sung to the 
words of traditional and newly composed 
p iyu tim  (para-liturgical sacred poetry). It 
is a love song addressed to "You,” the very 
immanent and personal Divinity that so 
often remains hidden when we create rigid 
and imaginary boundaries, which rob us of 
the mystical encounter. The Hasidic/Sufi 
trajectory present in these recordings 
beautifully expresses (continued on page 79)

The Hidden One: Jewish  
M ystica l Songs is available at 

www.cdbaby.com/cd/richardkaplan2
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W A K I N G  U P  F R O M  D E N I A L
(continued from  page 26)

sense, the crisis of the economic system ul­
timately arises from a crisis of perception. 
The solution to the economic crisis cannot 
come solely from economics.

A Rite of Passage
A  CRISIS LEAVES EVERYTHING WIDE OPEN.
It is like a journey through the spaces ana­
lyzed by chaos theory, in which a slight 
fluctuation can result in unexpected and 
lasting developments. And so in times of 
crisis our actions can have a much deeper 
effect than in times of stability.

Until yesterday, economic and material 
growth seemed to have no limits. We 
thought progress would never cease to 
speed up and would bring us ever more 
prosperity and fraternity. We now know 
that our ways are not sustainable in eco­
nomic, energetic, ecological, or psycho­
logical terms. As long as the economy was 
growing we were able to brush aside grow­
ing inequalities and ecological degrada­
tion. Not anymore. The cognitive bubble is 
beginning to burst: the real world is here 
and is knocking hard at our doors—show­
ing up, for instance, as climate change or as 
declining resources. The interrelated crises 
of today’s world place us at the door of an 
unprecedented rite of passage, at both a 
personal and a planetary level.

In traditional societies, rites of passage 
used to mark the crossing of the threshold 
between adolescence and adulthood. Our 
society is now due to cross that threshold. 
Our contemporary world embodies, in a 
number of ways, a kind of immature rebel­
lion and hyperactivity: rebellion against 
the biosphere nurturing us and against a 
cosmos from which we feel estranged, and 
hyperactivity in consumerism and in the 
acceleration that drives us away from the 
present, making us yearn for fulfillment in 
a future that never arrives. The crisis as a 
rite of passage challenges us to reach a con­
tented and sustainable maturity that redis­
covers the gift of being in the here and now.

Happy Crisis
Cr i s i s  c o m e s  f r o m  G r e e k  k r i n e i n  
(to distinguish, to decide, to choose), which 
is also at the root of critical and criterion.

66 T I K K U N

During a crisis it is essential to use our best 
criterion. K risis  was the noun used by 
Hippocrates to describe the turning point 
in the course of a disease, for better or 
worse. This medical sense is the only one 
that crisis had in Latin and in most Western 
languages until the early seventeenth 
century. The political sense of crisis came 
later, when what had been a matter of the 
human body was metaphorically applied 
to the social body. Over the centuries 
physicians and laypeople spoke naturally 
of the good crisis, the favorable crisis, or 
even the h a p p y  crisis th a t leads to the 
curing of a disease (the expression 
“happy crisis” was already used in a 
m edical text in 1625). In its original 
sense, a crisis is an opportunity for heal­
ing. In our case the patient is the system: 
our global crisis is therefore an opportu­
nity to heal an obsolete system, the 
pathologies of which have until now 
been hidden behind the false screen of 
economic prosperity.

The coming years are likely to mark a 
rite of passage for hum anity and the 
earth, a turning point in the long path of 
human evolution. We may find ourselves 
taking part in radical transformations, 
in lum inous dawns and dazzling sun­
sets. The collapse of the m aterial and 
ideological structures with which we 
tried to rule the world shall open spaces 
for more meaningful ways of being.

In this rite of passage at the end of the 
modern age, a bad crisis would increase 
our craving for control, our colonization 
of nature and of each other, and our 
gnawing unease. A good crisis would 
usher us into a postm aterialistic age, 
reintegrating our economy into the cy­
cles of nature and putting it at the serv­
ice of personal and social growth. In this 
postmaterialistic economy, life would be 
aimed at creating and celebrating rather 
than at competing and consuming, and 
consciousness would not be regarded as 
an epiphenom enon of an in ert world, 
but as an essential feature of a living and 
intelligent reality in which we fully par­
ticipate. If in our rite of passage we find 
ways tow ard a saner, wiser, and more 
ecological society, and tow ard a more 
m eaningful world, it will have been a 
good crisis. ■

W W W . T I K K U N . O R G

P E A C E  I N I T I A T I V E
(continuedfrom page 32)

agreed-upon territorial exchanges. The 
territorial dimension is the 22 percent 
and 78 percent formula regarding land 
between the Jordan River and the sea.

b. The maj ority of settlers would find them­
selves in the areas annexed to Israel; oth­
ers would be repatriated to Israel proper 
or to the annexed areas; and others could 
remain in the Palestinian state as law- 
abiding Palestinian citizens.

c. Jerusalem would be the capital of both 
states (based on the Clinton parameters). 
In the Old City, either there would be an 
international regime, or the Jewish quar­
ter would be under Israeli sovereignty and 
the other quarters under Palestinian 
sovereignty. Israel would control the 
Kotel, and the Palestinians would control 
the Temple Mount/Haram al Sharif. Both 
sides would agree not to excavate, tunnel, 
build, or damage the Holy compound 
without mutual agreement. Jerusalem 
would be an open city.

d. Palestinian refugees wishing to return 
would return to the Palestinian state, re­
ceiving financial compensation. Israel 
would acknowledge its part of the respon­
sibility for their refugee status.

The majority of Israelis and Palestinians 
agree to the above solution and want the 
conflict to end, but they do not believe that 
there is a real partner for peace on the other 
side. If there were a real chance of ending the 
conflict on the above terms, the majority of 
Israelis and Palestinians would rally around 
it, even against their own political leader­
ships. The Obama administration has the 
support of the international community to 
use international diplomatic tools that have 
never been used before in this part of the 
world.

What If the Parties Do Not Cooperate?
Or What If They Oppose this Plan?
This initiative  is aim ed  not  only at th e  
governments concerned but also at civil soci­
ety in Israel and Palestine. The Israeli peace 
camp is almost nonexistent. One of the rea­
sons for its disappearance is that a majority 
of its supporters have become “peace skep­
tics.” In their hearts, they want peace with the
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other side; they simply have lost faith that 
there is a partner for peace. The same reali­
ty exists on the Palestinian side, as well. Ob­
jectively speaking, there is no reason why 
Israelis and Palestinians should trust each 
other or believe that there is a partner for 
peace on the other side. Both sides have sys­
tematically and substantively breached 
every agreement signed. The second intifa­
da and the continuation of the launching of 
Qassam rockets into Israel’s civilian popu­
lation after the disengagement from Gaza 
dealt a fatal blow to the Israeli peace camp. 
How can you convince Israeli citizens that 
giving territory back to the Palestinians will 
gain them  peace and security? The 
Palestinians also cannot be convinced that 
there is a partner for peace in Israel because 
every government since the beginning of 
the peace process has continued with mas­
sive settlement building. Israel effectively 
occupies all of the West Bank, including the 
cities where the Palestinian Authority is 
supposed to have full control; indeed, Israel 
continues to prevent the Palestinians from 
having any control over some 60 percent of 
the West Bank.

An effective and realistic international 
plan backed by the United States and the 
Quartet would enable the civil societies on 
both sides to rebuild public support for 
peace. Realistic and definitive solutions for 
Israels security dilemmas proposed by the 
United States in this initiative would enable 
civil society to convince the public that 
Israel’s welfare and security would be better 
served by cooperating with the United 
States than by continuing the occupation, 
which compounds rather than relieves 
Israel’s security needs.

The Israel-Syria Track
It  has b e e n  sa id  th a t  m o r e  t h a n  80  
percent of this track has already been nego­
tiated. The agreements and disagreements 
have been carefully mapped out by previous 
U.S. administrations. Over the years, vari­
ous political leaders and think tanks have 
floated possible solutions to real threats and 
to anxieties about perceived threats.

There is little need for the shuttle diplo­
macy of George Mitchell and his team be­
tween Jerusalem  and Damascus, or 
for proximity talks. The issues and the 
solutions are well known. The United

States should use all known data to draft a 
model Israeli-Syrian peace treaty and sug­
gest bridging proposals to close the existing 
gaps. On the basis of the proposed treaty, 
the U.S. president should invite the Israeli 
prime minister and the Syrian president to 
negotiations.

The U.S. proposal must be comprehen­
sive and must relate to all of these issues:

• The Golan Heights
• Security arrangements including de­

militarization, peace-keeping forces, 
observers, early warning detection 
technology, etc.

• A timetable for withdrawal and de­
militarization schedules

• Repatriation of Syrian citizens to the 
Golan

• Border regimes
• Normalization of relations, such as 

the exchange of ambassadors, 
tourism, and economic and other 
forms of cross-border cooperation

• Water issues
• Syrian relations with Hamas and 

Hezbollah
• Syrian relations with Iran
• Issues concerning the future of 

Lebanon-Israel relations that 
concern Syria

• The Shaba Farms and Raghar— 
the Alawite village on the Syria, 
Lebanon, Israel border

The parties should be called to convene 
in Washington with the United States, and 
the Quartet should be ready to provide the 
assurances and mechanisms to guarantee

the full implementation of the treaty and 
address all of the required security-related 
proposals.

On both tracks, once the U.S.-led Quar­
tet proposals are on the table, the United 
States with its mediator at the table would 
be in a position to put additional bridging 
proposals in place, with the international 
community willing and ready to provide for 
whatever guarantees and assurances are 
necessary to monitor, verify, and ensure 
compliance.

Now Is the Time
O n e  could  dev ise  o th er  pro po sa ls— 
this is only one example. The main point is 
that there is little time to wait for events to 
play themselves out. The Obama adminis­
tration must call for an immediate “time 
out” to re-think the U.S. strategy for ad­
vancing Middle East peace. The Obama 
administration can, however, push forward 
with a strategic plan to change the reality on 
the ground and move the process forward 
with great speed.

Other Possible Scenarios and Strategies
A ll  o t h e r  p o ss ib l e  sc en a r io s  and  
strategies are also based on a process laid 
down from the outside. These include:
1. The Obama parameters: a revisiting of 

the parameters put forth by President 
Clinton on December 23, 2000, less 
than one month before the end of his 
administration. Those parameters set 
the positive course of discussions that 
were held in Taba, Egypt, in January

ASyrian woman walks past abillboard that says, ‘Theidentity ofGolanisArabicSyrianfinQunetira, 
Syria, Ju ly2009■ That month, Israeli Prime M inister Benjamin Netanyahu’s toppoliqj adviser said 
Israel would not meet Syria’s key demand fo r apeace deal—namely xmthdrawalfrom the entire Golan 
Heights. Gershon Baskin argues that international pressure is needed toforce a deal.
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2001, and which were stopped ten days 
before the elections that brought Ariel 
Sharon to power and ended an Israeli- 
Palestinian negotiation process. The 
Obama parameters would be based on 
Clinton’s, with the addition of the re­
gional elements provided in the Arab 
Peace Initiative.

2. Coordinated unilateralism, based on the 
plan of Palestinian Authority Prime 
Minister Dr. Salam Fayyad to build the 
infrastructures and institutions neces­
sary to create a Palestinian state de facto 
within two years. This, coupled with the 
Palestinian plan to gain full UN mem­
bership, would advance the creation of 
the Palestinian state without negotia­
tions.

The government o f Israel under N e­
tanyahu has threatened to take unilateral 
actions against the Palestinians if they ad­
vance statehood without negotiations. This 
is, of course, a serious mistake. Israel has al­
ways complained that the Palestinians do 
not take responsibility for themselves, that 
they don’t have initiative, or that they don’t 
learn from the Zionist model of creating 
facts on the ground. Now, the Palestinians 
are proposing to disprove those claims. The 
Salam Fayyad plan is a Palestinian version 
of the Zionist enterprise and should be em­
braced by Israelis and by the government of 
Israel because the Palestinians are propos­
ing one of the fastest tracks to relieve Israel 
from the occupation and from the danger of 
reaching the end of the viability of the two- 
state solution—meaning the end of the 
Zionist enterprise.

In order for Palestinian unilateral strate­
gies to work, the United States would have 
to agree not to use its veto on the Israeli- 
Palestinian question against the will of the 
entire international community.

I started presenting in detail on the idea 
of Palestinian membership in the United 
Nations in March 2009, and briefed the 
Middle East envoy to the European Union, 
Marc Otte, on this idea a couple of days be­
fore European Union foreign policy chief 
Javier Solana discussed it publicly in the 
U.K. The membership strategy is based on 
changing perceptions of reality and thereby 
changing reality itself. The “two states for 
two peoples” solution has been determined.

Even if the government of Israel may be re­
luctant to recognize this reality and it is 
hard for the prime minister to utter the 
words, there is no other solution to this con­
flict. This is the solution that the United 
Nations proposed on November 29,1947  
(Resolution 181). On that basis Israel’s first 
Prime Minister Ben-Gurion declared inde­
pendence; he even based Israel’s interna­
tional legitimacy on that UN Resolution. It 
is time to go back to where it all started— 
the United Nations. It is time to implement 
the principles of that very same resolution.

After floating the “balloon” of member­
ship in the UN for the State of Palestine and 
receiving swift negative responses from the 
United States and the European Union, the 
PLO is now clarifying its position: it is call­
ing for a UN Security Council Resolution to 
preserve the “two states for two peoples” so­
lution.

The following is a draft of a possible 
resolution that I sent to the UN Secretaiy 
General Ban Ki-moon in April 2009: 

Proposal for a New United N ations 
Security Council R esolution on the 
Two-State Solution 
Expressing its continuing concern with 
the grave situation in the Middle East, 
Emphasizing the inadmissibility of the 
acquisition of territory by war and the 
need to work for a just and lasting peace 
in which every State in the area can live 
in security,
Emphasizing further that all Member 
States in their acceptance of the Charter 
of the United Nations have undertaken 
a commitment to act in accordance with 
Article 2 of the Charter,
Affirms that the fulfillment of Charter 
principles requires the establishment of 
a just and lasting peace in the Middle 
East, which should include the applica­
tion of both the following principles:

1. W ithdrawal o f Israeli armed forces 
from territories occupied in June 1967;

2. The establishm ent o f the State o f 
Palestine on the basis of the June 4, 
1967, borders, in the areas of the West 
Bank and Gaza including East 
Jerusalem;

3. Termination o f all claims or states of 
b elligeren cy  and respect for and 
acknowledgement of the sovereignty, 
territorial integrity, and political

independence of the State o f Israel 
and the State o f Palestine in the area, 
and their right to live in peace within se­
cure and recognized boundaries free 
from threats or acts of force;

4. The governments of the State of Israel 
and the State of Palestine will enter into 
im m ediate negotiations betw een  
them  on the exact borders between 
them based on the June 4 ,1967, borders 
with agreed-upon territorial exchanges 
of equal size and quality. The guiding 
principle in the determination of the 
borders is that the State of Palestine will 
be composed of 22 percent of the terri­
tory between the Jordan River and the 
Mediterranean Sea and the remaining 
78 percent o f the territory will be the 
State of Israel.

5. This settlement will establish Palestine 
as the Palestinian homeland, just as 
Israel is the homeland for the Jewish 
people. Both states are free to maintain 
their own immigration policies allowing 
for the return of nationals to each state 
respectively. The issue concerning the 
rights of Palestinian refugees will be 
dealt with in negotiations between the 
parties seeking to reach a just and 
agreed-upon solution that will put an 
end to the decades of suffering of the 
Palestinian refugees.

6. The issue of the rights o f Jew ish  
refugees from Arab and Islamic coun­
tries will be dealt with in the framework 
of bilateral negotiations between Israel 
and the second parties directly involved.

7. Accepting this Resolution:
7-1 Israel must immediately demon­

strate support for the creation of a 
prosperous and successful Palestin­
ian state by removing unauthorized 
outposts and ending settlement ex­
pansion.

7-2 The government of the State of 
Palestine must demonstrate that its 
state will create opportunity for all 
its citizens, govern justly, and dis­
mantle the infrastructure of terror. 
It must show that a Palestinian  
state will accept its responsibility 
and have the capability to be a 
source of stability and peace for its 
own citizens, for the people o f  
Israel, and for the whole region.
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8. In accordance with the principles laid 
down in U N  Resolution 181 from N o­
vember 29,1947, both states will respect 
the rights of national minorities within 
their borders and grant them  full 
equality under the law and in practice.

9. The Security Council recognizes the 
City o f Jerusalem  as the capital o f 
both states and calls on the govern­
ments of the two states to negotiate the 
modalities for application of such in the 
city.

10. The Security Council recognizes the im­
portance of the Holy Sites in Jerusalem 
to all three religions and proposes that 
they be placed under an international 
guardianship guaranteeing free and 
open access to all people who respect the 
sanctity of the sites, or under any other 
acceptable arrangement reached by 
agreement of the parties.

11. The Security Council empowers the 
Quartet to work with the governments 
of the State o f Israel and the State of 
Palestine to conclude negotiations on 
the permanent borders of the two states 
within one year, including the modali­
ties for the City of Jerusalem. The Quar­
tet will report back to the Security 
Council on progress of those negotia­
tions on a quarterly basis.

12. In accordance with Chapter VI and 
Chapter VII o f the United Nations 
Charter, the Security Council announces 
its readiness to deploy peacekeeping 
troops to the State of Palestine to assist 
and to facilitate the withdrawal of Israeli 
security forces from the territories of the 
State of Palestine.

13. The Security Council calls on the  
General Assembly to act in discharge 
of its functions under Article 4 of the 
Charter and rule 125 o f its rules of  
procedure, to:
13.1 Decide that the State of Palestine is 

a peace-loving state that accepts the 
obligations contained in the Charter 
and is able and willing to carry out 
those obligations;

13.2 Decide to admit the State of Pales­
tine to membership in the United 
Nations.

Yes, this is a form of imposed solution,
but it is the agreed-upon solution that the

entire world supports and the majority of 
the people here in Israel and the Palestinian 
territories support. There must be a public 
“buy-in” on both sides, but that is only pos­
sible when both sides can see the endgame 
clearly placed in front of them. The United 
States must commit to use its influence and 
political might to provide the international 
guarantees for the security of both states 
and both peoples.

There is no doubt in my mind that the 
moderate states of the Arab league in the 
region will fully support this process and 
provide their financial and political backing 
for it. The European Union is veiy likely to 
support the process with real financial re­
sources and to provide personnel (military, 
police, and civilian) on the ground to back 
up the process with the mechanisms and 
modalities necessary to monitor and secure 
borders, as well as to prevent importation of 
explosives and weapons. Russia, China, 
Turkey, Japan, and other important nations 
are also likely to provide their backing and 
support. The United States should further 
provide concrete and visible positive results 
of the process stating that once the process 
is set into motion, the United States will 
open its embassy to both states in 
Jerusalem, and it should call on all of the 
nations of the world to do so as well. Israel 
would finally have a recognized capital in 
Jerusalem!

This issue needs leadership, ingenuity, 
creativity, boldness, and determination. 
This is what we expect from the Obama ad­
ministration. We don’t want more of the 
same. We want and need a real change. 
This is the moment for making history. ■

C E L E B R I T Y  C U L T U R E
(continuedfrom page 38)

as proof that anyone, even we, can be 
adored by the world. These celebrities, like 
saints, are living proof that the impossible is 
always possible. Our fantasies of belonging, 
of fame, of success, and of fulfillment are 
projected onto celebrities. These fantasies 
are stoked by the legions of those who am­
plify the culture of illusion, who persuade us 
that the shadows are real. The juxtaposition 
of the impossible illusions inspired by 
celebrity culture and our “insignificant” in­
dividual achievements, however, eventually

leads to frustration, anger, insecurity, and 
invalidation. This juxtaposition results, 
ironically, in a self-perpetuating cycle that 
drives the frustrated, alienated individual 
with even greater desperation and hunger 
away from reality, back toward the empty 
promises of those who seduce us, who tell us 
what we want to hear. We beg for more. We 
ingest these lies until our money runs out. 
And when we fall into despair we medicate 
ourselves, as if the happiness we have failed 
to find in the hollow game were our defi­
ciency. And, of course, we are told it is.

Human beings become a commodity in 
a celebrity culture. They are objects, like 
consumer products. They have no intrinsic 
value. They must look fabulous and live on 
fabulous sets. Those who fail to meet the 
ideal are belittled and mocked. Friends and 
allies are to be used and betrayed during the 
climb to fame, power, and wealth. And 
when they are no longer usefiil they are to 
be discarded. In Fahrenheit 451, Ray Brad­
bury’s novel about a future dystopia, people 
spend most of the day watching giant tele­
vision screens that show endless scenes of 
police chases and criminal apprehensions. 
Life, Bradbury understood, once it was 
packaged and filmed, became the most 
compelling form of entertainment.

The moral nihilism of celebrity culture is 
played out on reality television shows, most 
of which encourage a dark voyeurism into 
other people’s humiliation, pain, weakness, 
and betrayal. Education, building commu­
nity, honesty, transparency, and sharing are 
qualities that will see you, in a gross perver­
sion of democracy and morality, voted off a 
reality show. Fellow competitors for prize 
money and a chance for fleeting fame elect 
to “disappear” the unwanted. In the final 
credits of the reality show  A m erica’s N ext 
Top Model, a picture of the woman expelled 
during the episode vanishes from the group 
portrait on the screen. Those cast aside be­
come, at least to the television audience, 
non-persons. Life, these shows teach, is a 
brutal world of unadulterated competition. 
Life is about the personal humiliation of 
those who oppose us. Those who win are 
the best. Those who lose deserve to be 
erased. Compassion, competence, intelli­
gence, and solidarity with others are forms 
of weakness. And those who do not achieve 
celebrity status, who do not win the prize
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money or make millions in Wall Street 
firms, deserve to lose. Those who are deni­
grated and ridiculed on reality television, 
often as they sob in front of the camera, are 
branded as failures. They are responsible 
for their rejection. They are deficient.

In an episode from the second season of 
the CBS reality game show Survivor, cast 
members talk about exceptional friend­
ships they have made within their “tribe,” or 
team. Maralyn, also known as Mad Dog, is 
a fifty-two-year-old retired police officer 
with a silver crew cut and a tall, masculine 
build. She is sunning herself in a shallow 
stream, singing “On the Street Where You 
Live.” Tina, a personal nurse and mother, 
walks up the stream toward her.

“Sing it, girl! I just followed yourvoice.”
“Is it that loud?”
“Maralyn, she’s kind o f like our little 

songbird, and our little cheerleader in our 
camp,” Tina says in an interview. “Maralyn 
and I have bonded, more so than I have 
with any of the other people. It might be our 
ages, it might just be that we kind of took up 
for one another.”

We see Tina and Maralyn swimming 
and laughing together in the river.

“Tina is a fabulous wom an,” says 
Maralyn in an interview. “She is a star. I 
trust Tina the most.”

Maralyn and Tina’s tribe, Ogakor, loses 
an obstacle course challenge, in which all 
the tribe members are tethered together. If 
one person falls, the entire team is slowed. 
Mad Dog Maralyn falls several times and is 
hauled back to her feet by Colby, the “cow­
boy” from Texas.

Because they lost, the members of 
Ogakor must vote off one of their tribe 
members. The camera shows small groups 
of twos and threes in huddled, intense dis­
cussion.

“The mood in the camp is a very sad 
mood, but it’s also a very strategic mood,” 
says Tina. “Everyone’s thinking, ‘Who’s 
thinking what?”’

The vote is taken at dusk, in the “tribal 
council” area. It resem bles a set from  
Disney World’s Adventureland. A ring of 
tall stone monoliths is stenciled with petro- 
glyphs. Torches flicker above. A campfire 
blazes in the center of the ring. Primitive 
drums and flutes accompany the scene.

The Ogakor team arrives at dusk, each

holding a torch. They sit before Survivor’s 
host, Jeff Probst.

“So I just want to talk about a couple of 
big topics,” says Probst, who wears a safari 
outfit. “Trust. Colby, is there anyone here 
that you don’t trust, wouldn’t trust?”

“Sure,” says Colby.
“Tell me about that.”
“Well, I think that’s part of the game,” 

says Colby. “It’s way too early to tell exactly 
who you can trust, I think.”

“What about you, Mitchell? Would you 
trust everyone here for forty-two days?” 
asks Probst. “I think the motto is, ‘Trust no 
one,’ “ answers Mitchell. “I have a lot of faith 
in a good number o f these people, but I 
couldn’t give 100 percent of my trust.” 

“W hat about you, Mad D og?” asks 
Probst. “These all your buddies?”

Maralyn looks around at her team  
members. “Yes,” she says unequivocally. 
‘Yes. And, Jeff, I trust with my heart.”

“I think friendship does enter into it at 
some point,” says Jerri. “But I think it’s very 
important to keep that separate from the 
game. It’s two totally different things. And 
that’s where it gets tricky.” Jerri will say later, 
as she casts her vote, “This is probably one 
of the most difficult things for me to do 
right now. It’s purely strategic, it’s nothing 
personal. I am going to miss you dearly.” 

“Jeff’ Maralyn breaks in. “I’m conjoined 
with Tina. She is a constellation. And, the 
cowboy [Colby]! The poor cowboy has 
dragged me around so many times [during 
the obstacle course challenge]. I appreciate 
it.”

“I’d do it again,” laughs Colby broadly. 
“Hey, you hear that? He’d do it again!” 

says Maralyn.
It is time to vote. Each team member 

walks up a narrow bridge lit by flaring 
torches, again looking like something out of 
Disney’s Enchanted Tiki Room, made of 
twisted logs lashed with vines, to a stone 
table. They write the name of the person 
they want to eliminate and put it in a cask 
with aboriginal carvings. Most of the votes 
are kept anonymous, the camera panning 
away as each person writes. But as Tina, 
Mad Dog Maralyn’s best friend and “con­
stellation,” casts her vote, she shows us her 
ballot: Mad Dog. “Mad Dog, I love you,” she 
says to the camera, “I value your friendship 
more than anything. This vote has

everything to do with a promise I made, it 
has nothing to do with you. I hope you’ll 
understand.” She folds her vote and puts it 
in the cask.

“Once the vote is tallied, the decision is 
final, and the person will be asked to leave 
the tribal council area immediately,” says 
Probst.

Five people o f the seven voted to  
eliminate Maralyn.

“You need to bring me a torch, Mad 
Dog,” says Probst. She does so, first taking 
off her green baseball cap and putting it af­
fectionately on Amber, who sits next to her 
and gives her a hug. The camera shows Tina 
looking impassive.

“Mad Dog,” says Probst, holding the 
flaming torch Maralyn has brought him, 
“the tribe has spoken.” He takes a large 
stone snuffer and extinguishes the torch. 
The camera shows Maralyn’s rueful face be­
hind the smoking, blackened torch. “It’s 
time for you to go,” says Probst. She leaves 
without speaking or looking at anyone, al­
though there are a few weak ‘byes from the 
tribe.

Before the final credits, we are shown 
who, besides her friend Tina, voted to  
eliminate Maralyn. They are Amber, who 
gave Maralyn a farewell hug, along with 
M itchell, Jerri, and Colby, Maralyn’s 
“cowboy.”

Celebrity culture plunges us into this 
moral void. No one has any worth beyond 
his or her appearance, usefulness, or ability 
to “succeed.” The highest achievements in a 
celebrity culture are wealth, sexual con­
quest, and fame. It does not matter how  
these are obtained. These values, as Sig­
mund Freud understood, are illusory. They 
are hollow. They leave us chasing vapors. 
They urge us toward a life of narcissistic 
self-absorption. They tell us that existence 
is to be centered on the practices and de­
sires of the self rather than the common 
good. The ability to lie and manipulate oth­
ers, the very ethic of capitalism, is held up as 
the highest good. “I simply agreed to go 
along with [Jerri and Amber] because I 
thought it would get me down the road a 
little better,” says young, good-looking 
Colby in another episode of Survivor. “I 
wanna win. And I don’t want to talk to any­
body else about loyalties—don’t give me 
that crap. I haven’t trusted anyone since day
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one, and anyone playing smart should have 
been the same way.”

The cult of self dominates our cultural 
landscape. This cult shares within it the 
classic traits of psychopaths: superficial 
charm, grandiosity, and self-importance; a 
need for constant stimulation; a penchant 
for lying, deception, and manipulation; and 
the inability to feel remorse or guilt. This is, 
of course, the ethic promoted by corpora­
tions. It is the ethic of unfettered capitalism. 
It is the misguided belief that personal style 
and personal advancement, mistaken for 
individualism, are the same as democratic 
equality. In fact, personal style, defined by 
the commodities we buy or consume, has 
become a compensation for our loss of 
democratic equality. We have a right, in the 
cult of the self, to get whatever we desire. 
We can do anything, even belittle and de­
stroy those around us, including our 
friends, to make money, to be happy, and to 
become famous. Once fame and wealth are 
achieved, they become their own justifica­
tion, their own morality. How one gets there 
is irrelevant. Once you get there, those 
questions are no longer asked.

It is this perverted ethic that gave us 
Wall Street bankers and investment houses 
that willfully trashed the nation’s economy, 
stole money from tens of millions of small 
shareholders who had bought stock in these 
corporations for retirement or college. The 
heads of these corporations, like the win­
ners on a reality television program who 
lied and manipulated others to succeed, 
walked away with hundreds of millions of 
dollars in bonuses and compensation. In 
his masterful essay “The Work of Art in the 
Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” Walter 
Benj amin wrote, “The cult of the movie star, 
fostered by the money of the film industry, 
preserves not the unique aura of the person 
but the ‘spell of the personality’ the phony 
spell of a commodity.”

According to C. Wright Mills, “The pro­
fessional celebrity, male and female, is the 
crowning result o f the star system o f a 
society that makes a fetish of competition.” 
Mills added:

In America, this system is carried to
the point where a man who can
knock a small white ball into a series
o f holes in the ground with more

efficiency and skill than anyone else 
thereby gains access to the President 
of the United States. It is carried to 
the point where a chattering radio 
and television entertainer becomes 
the hunting chum of leading indus­
trial executives, cabinet members, 
and the higher military. It does not 
seem to matter what the man is the 
very best at; so long as he has won out 
in competition over all others, he is 
celebrated. Then, a second feature of 
the star system begins to work: all the 
stars of any other sphere of endeavor 
or position are drawn toward the 
new star and he toward them. The 
success, the champion, accordingly, 
is one who mingles freely with other 
champions to populate the world of 
the celebrity.

Degradation as entertainment is the 
squalid underside to the glamour of 
celebrity culture. “If only that were me,” we 
sigh, as we gaze at the wealthy, glimmering 
stars on the red carpet. But we are as 
transfixed by the inverse o f  
celebrity culture, by the spec­
tacle of humiliation and de­
basement that characterizes 
tabloid television shows such 
as The Jerry Springer Show and 
The Howard Stern Show. We 
secretly exult, “At least that’s not 
me.” It is the glee of cruelty with 
impunity, the same impulse 
that drove crowds to the 
Roman Colosseum, to the pil­
lory and the stocks, to public 
hangings, and to traveling 
freak shows.

Celebrity is the vehicle used 
by a corporate society to sell us 
these branded commodities, 
most of which we do not need.
Celebrities humanize commer­
cial commodities. They present 
the familiar and comforting 
face of the corporate state. Su­
permodel Paulina Porizkova, 
on an episode oiAmerica’sNext 
Top Model, gushes to a group of 
aspiring young models, “Our 
job as models is to sell.” But 
they peddle a fake intimacy

and a fantasy. The commercial “personaliz­
ing” of the world involves oversimplifica­
tion, distraction, and gross distortion. ‘We 
sink further into a dream of an uncon­
sciously intimate world in which not only 
may a cat look at a king but a king is really a 
cat underneath, and all the great power- 
figures H onest Joes at heart,” Richard 
Hoggart warned in The Uses o f Literacy. 
We do not learn more about Barack Obama 
by knowing what dog he has bought for his 
daughters or if he still smokes. This per­
sonalized trivia, passed off as news, diverts 
us from reality.

In his book Celebrity, Chris Rojeck calls 
celebrity culture “the cult of distraction that 
valorizes the superficial, the gaudy, the 
domination of commodity culture.” He goes 
further:

Capitalism originally sought to police 
play and pleasure, because any at­
tempt to replace work as the central 
life interest threatened the economic 
survival of the system. The family, the 
state, and religion engendered a
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variety of patterns of moral regula­
tion to control desire and ensure 
compliance with the system of pro­
duction. However, as capitalism de­
veloped, consumer culture and 
leisure time expanded. The princi­
ples that operated to repress the indi- 
vidual in the workplace and the 
home were extended to the shopping 
mall and recreational activity. The 
entertainment industry and con­
sumer culture produced what Her­
bert Marcuse called ‘repressive 
desublimation.’ Through this process 
individuals unwittingly subscribed to 
the degraded version of humanity.

This cult of distraction, as Rojeck points 
out, masks the real disintegration of cul­
ture. It conceals the meaninglessness and 
emptiness of our own lives. It seduces us to 
engage in imitative consumption. It de­
flects the moral questions arising from 
m ounting social injustice, growing in ­
equalities, costly imperial wars, economic 
collapse, and political corruption. The wild 
pursuit of status and wealth has destroyed 
our souls and our economy. Families live 
in sprawling m ansions financed with  
mortgages they can no longer repay. Before 
the meltdown, consumers recklessly rang 
up Coach handbags and Manolo Blahnik 
shoes on credit cards because they seemed 
to confer a sense of identity and merit. Our 
favorite hobby, besides television, used to 
be—until reality hit us like a tsu n a m i-  
shopping. Shopping used to be the com­
pensation for spending five days a week in 
tiny cubicles. American workers are ground 
down by corporations that have disem- 
powered, used, and now discarded them.

Celebrities have fame free of respon­
sibility. The fame o f celebrities, wrote 
Mills, disguises those who possess true 
power: corporations and the oligarchic 
elite. Magical thinking is the currency 
not only of celebrity culture, but also of 
totalitarian culture. And as we sink into 
an econom ic and political morass, we 
are still controlled, m anipulated, and 
distracted by the celluloid shadows on 
the dark wall of Plato’s cave. The fantasy 
of celebrity culture is not designed sim­
ply to entertain. It is designed to keep us 
from fighting back. ■
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IN MY F L E S H  I S E E  GOD
(continuedfrom page 45)

player A and asking her to split this 
amount with player B—whom she has not 
known until now—at her own discretion. 
The instructions given to both players are 
as follows: If player B agrees to the mode 
of distribution chosen by player A, both 
players take home their share. Should 
player B refuse to agree, the entire 
amount is collected by the experimenter 
rather than the players. Both A and B are 
then dismissed; no second chance is 
granted (this is why the experiment 
earned the name “Ultimatum Game”).

How do “normal” humans behave in 
the “Ultimatum Game”? As we might 
have already guessed intuitively, player B 
agrees to a 50:50 distribution offered by 
player A 100 percent of the tim e. The 
agreement rate changes only insignifi­
cantly if  player A chooses a 60 :40  or 
70:30 distribution in her favor, but de­
creases rapidly from an 80:20 ratio on. 
This is the case even though just €20  (or 
only €10) would be an advantage for 
player B compared to the alternative of 
going home without any money at all, as­
suming that humans behaved like “homo 
economicus.” Yet we rightly feel that player 
B will generally not behave as a “zweek- 
ra tio n a l (objective-rational) decision­
maker.” So what happens in player B’s 
brain when player A makes him an unac­
ceptable (since deemed unfair) offer (e.g., 
90:10)? Analysis based on functional 
magnetic resonance imaging shows that 
disgust centers are massively activated. 
These networks of nerve cells in an area of 
the “insula” brain region would also be­
come active if  player B were to sm ell a 
disgusting substance.

To summarize, current-day brain re­
search can offer three central statements 
to add to the anthropological mosaic:
1. Human beings are geared toward so­

cial acceptance in their innermost neu- 
robiological drives and motivations. 
This is the reason why we are willing to 
take pains to receive the appreciation 
of our fellow humans.

2. The brain experiences social exclusion 
or humiliation as it would physical pain. 
As a result, it responds with aggression

W W W . T I K K U N . O R G

(or depression), as it would respond to 
inflicted pain.

3. Humans have a physically (neuro- 
biologically) anchored feeling of social 
fairness.

When considering these points, it’s im­
portant to note that, on the one hand, 
human beings vitally rely on social accept­
ance, but on the other hand, humans are 
not equipped with the natural automa­
tisms (instincts) necessary for sufficiently 
pro-social behavior. Evolution has dropped 
us off, so to say, “halfway there.” For hu­
mans, closing the gap between our pro­
social biology and our actual social 
behavior is a task, a project. Culture is what 
bridges that gap.

We Are Wired for the Rabbinic 
Dream of a Caring Society
W hat are  t h e  r a m ific a tio n s—social, 
economic, political, and spiritual—of this 
deeper look into our “flesh”? We’d like to 
touch on this, even though a full discussion 
would require far more space than we have 
here.

First, recent brain research undercuts 
the claim that our present economic, po­
litical, and educational systems are the 
only realistic option. There are naturally 
satisfying alternatives to legal, economic, 
political, and educational institutions built 
on aggressive competition and/or the hu­
miliation of others.

We need to strongly qualify the ideolo­
gies that, in support of such institutions, 
assert the inherently aggressive nature of 
human beings. We need to recognize 
that aggressive and/or destructive forms 
of competition derive from specific types 
of interpersonal behavior, as well as 
from the institutional structures that as­
sign social roles and mediate the distri­
bution o f m aterial, em otional, and 
intellectual resources. We are not 
trapped in  an innately  an tagon istic  
biology.

Second, while only abundance prom­
ises the complete elimination of compe­
tition for resources, it is cooperation and 
mutual recognition that will give us the 
greatest satisfaction as we work out how  
we will share resources, whether scarce 
or abundant.
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This means that the rabbinic notion 
of true strength as manifested not in 
dominating others but in caring for 
them and protecting them is not merely 
a utopian dream. We are in fact wired 
for it. We can build our culture on the 
notion that we are here to care for and 
support each other. We need only re­
think, not eliminate, our notions of 
glory, honor, triumph, winning, achieve­
ment, etc., so that humiliation of others 
is eliminated.

Third, the spiritual and the biological 
are friends, not enemies. The search for 
positive “interconnectedness,” a funda­
mental component of all human spiritu­
ality, is biologically essential to human 
happiness. But this satisfaction does not 
come from assimilating the individual 
person to a group. It comes from mutual 
recognition. Buber was right: despite 
the inevitability of I-It relationships, the 
deepest spiritual and biological fulfill­
ment, even reality, lies in I-Thou rela­
tionships. ■

S U N N I - S H I A  S E C T A R I A N I S M
(continued from  page 47)

such rituals socially useful, as a means of 
defining and demarcating a minority com­
munity and safeguarding it from being ab­
sorbed by a dominant majority.

The “Hidden Imam” and the 
Purging of the World
O n e  o t h e r  d istin ctiv e  Ithn a-A sh a r i 
practice should be noted in this context: 
veneration for the twelfth Imam. Ithna- 
'Ashari Shias believe that in the ninth cen­
tury, Muhammad al-Muntazar, the twelfth 
Imam, was on the point of being murdered 
by the reigning Sunni caliph. Allah inter­
vened, however, and protected the Imam 
by causing him to enter al-ghaybah (occul- 
tation): he became invisible and hidden 
from his persecutors. The twelfth Imam is 
still alive but will return to usher in Judg­
ment Day, fill the earth with justice, and 
execute intiqam  (vengeance or retribution) 
against all those who have made Shias 
suffer.

While looking forward to this retribu­
tion, Shias are permitted to practice 
ta q iya h  (protective dissimulation) by
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pretending to be Sunnis and disguising 
their religious identity for survival’s sake 
while residing among a potentially hostile 
non-Shia population. To this day, Shia con­
gregational prayers include invocations to 
Sahib al-zaman (one of the Twelfth Imam’s 
titles: “the lord of time” or ‘lord of the age”). 
When this Hidden Imam returns to earth, 
he will bear the title al-M ahdi (“the one 
who is divinely guided”).

Khomeinist Politics and Iran’s Bid for 
Leadership of Global Islam
The  history  and  rituals noted  above 
are worth knowing about because they 
figure in the increasingly fierce sectarian 
polemics linked to the Iranian Islamic 
Republic’s bid for leadership of global 
Islam. The regime in Teheran, fully aware 
of the widespread hostility to Shiism 
among Sunni populations, has pursued a 
policy—dating back to the reign of Ayatol­
lah Ruhollah Khomeini—of downplaying 
its Shia identity in international pro­
nouncements directed to the general Mus­
lim public. Hence Iran’s support for the 
militant group Hamas; hence Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad’s frequent televised appear­
ances featuring maps of Palestine and pho­
tos of Jerusalem’s Dome of the Rock. 
Support for Palestinian militancy consti­
tutes an attempt to gain popularity among 
Sunni Arabs by focusing on shared objects 
of revulsion: Israel, Zionism, and America.

Saudi-based Wahhabi Salafists, eager to 
derail Iran’s drive for leadership, have been 
reminding Sunnis of precisely those sectari­
an differences that are most likely to keep 
anti-Shia sentiment alive. The first of these 
differences (and one that Sunni informants 
referred to angrily, in interviews I con­
ducted in Yemen and Pakistan) involves the 
centuries-old Shia practice called sabb al- 
sahabah  (reviling the companions). As 
noted above, Shias to this day fault those 
companions of Muhammad who blocked 
Ali ibn Abi Talib from the caliphate; parti­
cular blame is focused on the first two 
caliphs, Abu Bakr and Umar. Since Sunnis 
revere these two figures as “rightly guided” 
Muslim leaders, this is a particularly sore 
point. Partly because of this issue, Shias are 
sometimes derided with the term Rafid i 
(rejectionist or renegade), a pejorative that 
recurs in present-day anti-Shia polemics.
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The Dangling Corpse: Sectarian Politics 
in the Thousand and One Nights
“R eviling  th e  com panions” has a  long  
pedigree that can be discerned even in the 
celebrated medieval collection of stories 
known as the Kitab a lflay lah  wa-laylah  
(the Book of the Thousand and One 
Nights). The story I have in mind features 
the famous Abbasid caliph Harun al- 
Rashid and comes from a nineteenth- 
century Arabic edition of the Nights 
published in Egypt (a country with an over­
whelmingly Sunni population).

Harun wrongly suspects the story’s 
hero—ayoung man named ‘Ala al-Din—of 
a crime, has him arrested, and orders him 
killed. Unknown to Harun, the hero es­
capes and another prisoner is hanged in­
stead. Thereafter the caliph announces a 
desire to see ‘Ala al-Din’s corpse hanging 
from the gallows. Accompanied by his 
vizier Ja’far, Harun goes to the execution 
ground but becomes suspicious when he 
sees the dangling corpse.

“Then,” we are told, “Harun ordered the 
corpse to be brought down from the gal­
lows. When they brought it down, he found 
inscribed on the bottoms of its feet the 
names of the “two sheikhs” [that is, Abu 
Bakr and Umar]. Then Harun said, ‘O 
vizier, ‘Ala al-Din was a Sunni, and this fel­
low is a Rafidil’”

Inscribing these names on the bottoms 
of one’s feet is a way of reviling Abu Bakr 
and Umar with every step one takes. The 
assumption underlying this episode, of 
course, is that only a Shia “rejectionist” 
would dishonor the first two caliphs like 
this. The fact that the storyteller doesn’t 
bother to explain this suggests how wide­
spread among the Sunni audience of the 
Nights this perception of Twelver Shia atti­
tudes and behavior was. The story may also 
dramatize Sunni impressions of the doc­
trine of taqiyah: as a crypto-Shia, this 
Rafidi outwardly appeared to be an ortho­
dox Sunni, but concealed beneath his feet 
was his contempt for the “two sheikhs.”

“Standardized Islam” and 
Exportingthe Iranian Revolution
Th e  seco n d  sec ta r ia n  is s u e  th a t  
appears frequently today involves matam 
lamentation rituals during the annual 
Muharram season. Since 1994, Ali
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Khamenei, Khomeini’s successor as 
supreme leader of Iran, has issued fatwas 
forbidding the public performance of self- 
flagellation. Khamenei’s stated justifica­
tion? “It is not a question of individual or 
physical harm,” he has argued, “but of great 
injuries linked to the reputation of Islam.” 
In forbidding the public performance of 
bloody matam, he’s claimed that outsiders 
might point to this ritual in order to “pre­
sent both Islam and Shiism as an institu­
tion of superstition.”

Khamenei’s fatwas represent a trend 
currently discernible among competing 
Shia and Sunni missionaries: the attempt 
to eradicate traditional, regionally based 
forms of Muslim worship and replace 
them with a standardized and homoge­
nized version of Islam—a global Islam that 
would be easier to supervise from one cen­
tralized source.

These fatwas have encountered consid­
erable resistance. Shias I have visited since 
the 1990s in Muslim locales in Pakistan 
and India continue to stage spectacularly 
bloody public performances o f matam. 
They express resentment at what they see 
as attempts by Iranian outsiders to meddle 
in local affairs. Sunni polemicists, for their 
part, regard Khamenei’s decrees as a ruse 
to disguise Shiism’s inherently unorthodox 
and un-Islamic character and as a tactic to 
further the Khomeinist policy of tasdir al- 
th a w ra h  a l- ir a n iy a h  (exporting the 
Iranian revolution).

Rushing to the Apocalypse? Ahmadinejad 
and the Theology of the “Hasteners”
Th e  t h ir d  sectarian  d iffe r e n c e  that 
has drawn attention in recent years in­
volves devotion to the twelfth Imam. In­
surrectionist and militant movements have 
often invoked this figure. An example is 
Muqtada al-Sadr’s Iraqi Shia militia 
known as Jaysh  a l-M ah d i (the Mahdi 
Army).

Among the more notorious devotees of 
the Mahdi in recent years is Iran’s Ah­
madinejad. For centuries many Shias have 
favored a theological stance known as inti- 
z a r  (awaiting, expectation): rather than 
wage war against tyrants and other earthly 
incarnations of injustice, faithful Shias 
avoid political confrontations and adopt a 
quietist position, piously awaiting the

Mahdi’s appearance among us. But Ah­
madinejad belongs to a sect known as the 
Ta’j i l iy a n  (those who bring [something] 
about quickly, or the “Hasteners”).

This sect claims that believers can, 
through their actions, ‘hasten” the twelfth 
Imam’s apocalyptic return. An October 
2009 BBC broadcast noted that Ah­
madinejad ended a speech he gave at the 
United Nations with a prayer for the 
Mahdi’s appearance: “O mighty Lord, I 
pray to you: hasten the emergence of the 
promised one, that perfect and pure 
human being.” The BBC noted that Ah­
madinejad has supervised the rebuilding of 
the Jamkaran Shrine in southern Teheran 
(from which the Mahdi will one day arise, 
according to Twelver belief) and that Iran’s 
president claims to be in personal contact 
with the Hidden Imam.

Ahmadinejad’s version of “Hastener” 
theology was explored at the 2009  Her- 
zliya Conference, an annual gathering on 
Israeli security issues, in a presentation by 
the researcher Shmuel Bar. Bar remarked 
that ‘Ahmadinejad’s declared objective... is 
to hasten the appearance of the Hidden 
Imam. This is to be accomplished through 
the precipitation of a clash of civilizations 
between the Islamic world and the West.”

It should be noted that Iran’s political- 
clerical leadership is divided on this issue. 
Nevertheless, in light of Iran’s drive to ac­
quire nuclear capability, and the very real 
possibility that the Islamic Republic will 
develop nuclear weaponry, Ahmadinejad’s 
H astener devotionalism  is—to put it 
mildly—not reassuring. This prospect, of a 
nuclear-armed and ever-more influential 
Iran, has spurred Saudi Arabia’s Wahhabi 
Salafists to do whatever they can to lessen 
their adversary’s prestige by portraying 
Iran as “Persian” and Shia, and hence as 
alien and heterodox in the eyes of Sunni 
Arabs.

Sunni-Shia Polemics, from 
the Palestinian Territories to Yemen
Sectarian  po lem ic s  have also  a r ise n  
in intra-Palestinian politics (despite the 
fact that almost all Palestinian Muslims are 
Sunni). Members of Fatah have taken to 
taunting their rivals in Hamas by calling 
them “Shia”—a derogatoiy reminder of the 
support given Hamas by Teheran.

Competition between Sunnis and Shias 
has also become manifest recently in the 
realm of religious conversion from one de­
nomination to another within Islam. A  
current arena for such competition is 
Yemen. The target: a segment of Yemen’s 
population known as the Zaydis. Zaydi re­
ligious teachings, although historically de­
rived from Shiism, occupy a doctrinal 
position that shares features of both Sun­
nism and Shiism. Zaydis I interviewed in 
Sanaa (Yemen’s capital) in May and June 
2009 acknowledged that since the aboli­
tion o f Yemen’s Zaydi Imamate in 1962 
and the subsequent diminishment of 
Zaydi political power, many young Zaydis 
are ideologically adrift and uncertain of 
their own communal identity.

Saudi-funded missionaries have suc­
ceeded in converting some Zaydis to Wah­
habi puritanism. Other Zaydis, however, 
are drawn to Iran’s Khomeinist propa­
ganda. Government sources in Yemen ac­
cuse Iran of funding the Houthi rebels in 
northern Yemen’s Saada province, along 
the Saudi border (the Houthis are militant 
Zaydis whose leadership comes from the 
family o f Badr al-Din al-Houthi). The 
Houthis deny that they are funded by 
Teheran, and they repudiate the claim  
made by many Yemeni Sunnis that 
Houthis have secretly converted to the 
Twelver Shiism that is Iran’s state religion.

But Zaydis I met in Sanaa told me that 
Houthis take inspiration from Iran and 
Hezbollah and that they like the feeling of 
joining a worldwide movement, a univer­
sal struggle against what are perceived as 
satanic forces at loose in the world. A  
Houthi apologist recited for me the 
Houthi slogan: “A llahu akbar a l-m aw t li- 
A m rika  al-m aw t li-Isra’il al-la’nah ‘ala al- 
y a h u d  a l-n asr lil-is lam ” (“Allah is great. 
Death to America. Death to Israel. May 
the Jews be cursed. Victory belongs to 
Islam.”)

Internet web postings offer further per- 
spectives on the situation in Yemen. 
Twelver Shia missionaries refer to individ­
uals who convert to their form of Islam as 
m ustabsirun  (those who have become en­
dowed with insight). The Arabic-language 
website of the pro-Shia M arkaz al-abhath  
a l- ’a q a ’id iy a h  (Office of Doctrinal Re­
search) offers the personal testimony of
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former Sunnis and Zaydis who are now 
listed as mustabsirun.

Their backgrounds are varied. One is 
a journalist; another, a highly educated 
attorney with wide travel experience. A 
th ird  is presented as a one-tim e W ah­
habi; a fourth, as an anti-Shia zealot who 
originally set out to write a book refuting 
Twelver doctrine. But they have some­
thing in common. The website portrays 
them  all as restless spiritual questers, 
who independently did research on 
Twelver Shiism and became so im ­
pressed with what they learned that they 
spontaneously became mustabsirun.

When I mentioned the m ustabsirun 
phenomenon to a Sunni mosque-leader 
I met in Sanaa, he rejected any notion of 
the sincerity of their conversion, insist­
ing that such individuals were no more 
than pawns in a Teheran-based plot to 
take control of Yemen secretly. “The Ira­
nians,” he said, “will use these converts 
as part of th e ir conspiracy to rule our 
country from afar.”

Yemen, it seems, offers a storm-warning 
of what is to come: increasingly polemi- 
cized com petition between Sunni and 
Shia ideologues for the leadership of 
global Islam. ■

C O M M O N W E A L T H  E C O N O M I C S
(continued, from page 51)

something terribly strange about claiming 
that the death of Communism somehow 
discredited the vision of social and eco­
nomic democracy. Democratic socialists 
were the original anti-communists. For 
seventy years nothing was more galling to 
them than to be lumped with their commu­
nist opponents. Consistently, militantly, 
and through decades of up-and-down po­
litical fortunes, social democrats warned 
that communism was suffocating and ulti­
mately unsustainable.

To them it was incredible to be told, af­
terward, that the death of Communism 
somehow marked the end of their rele­
vance. The ravages of unfettered capitalism 
and imperialism that produced socialist 
movements in the first place had not dimin­
ished with the triumph of a more corporate 
and globalized capitalism. To call the entire 
tradition of seeking an economic alternative
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a mistake was to resign Christian ethics to a 
status quo politics that preserved the privi­
leges of the wellborn and fortunate. It was 
to pretend, wrongly, that concentrations of 
economic power could be ignored without 
undermining political democracy and 
without doing harm to the poor and vulner­
able. And it was to assume, wrongly, that the 
planet’s ecosystem, a finite reality, could 
withstand another century of unlimited- 
growth “modernization,” much less the 
manic logic of post-Cold War capitalist 
globalization.

William Temple is another figure who, 
like Rauschenbusch, has emerged looking 
better with time. A child of privilege and of 
British sentimental imperialism, both of 
which left their mark on him, he yet pro­
duced some of the most creative Christian 
socialist thinking of his time. Temple wor­
ried that “socialism” was already indelibly 
associated with Left-authoritarian politics. 
Communism was a factor in that judg­
ment, as was the centralizing tendency of 
social democracy. He opposed state social­
ism while appreciating that for most 
people, socialism meant economic nation­
alization. Thus Temple eschewed the lan­
guage of socialism in making his case for 
decentralized economic democracy. As he 
explained in C hristianity and  the Social 
Order, he hoped that all Christians would 
accept his arguments for economic 
democracy, even though few Christians 
outside the trade unions and the political 
left embraced socialism.

Temple took no interest in bolstering a 
suspect ideology with the prestige of Chris­
tian faith. What mattered was for religious 
people to be involved in the struggle for so­
cial justice in their own way. He appropri­
ated guild socialist ideas in discerning and 
practicing the prophetic meaning of Chris­
tianity, but he did not reduce the social 
ethical meaning of the gospel to his politics. 
For him, socialist ideology was a barrier to 
the Christian ethical aim of democratizing 
social and economic power. Temple pro­
moted economic democracy as a Christian 
ethical project while eschewing the pro­
gressive Christian tendency to sanctify 
socialist ideology.

The difference is crucial. Progressive 
Christianity has to stand for social justice, 
but the ideology of socialism is dubious and
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unitary. It smacks of one-size-fits-all dog­
matism even when modified by democracy, 
cultural difference, and pluralism. Too 
much of the liberationist tradition and 
other radical theologies have done what 
Temple feared, undercutting the moral in­
fluence of progressive Christianity by cling­
ing to socialist ideology. Progressive 
Christianity today needs to be more plural­
istic, contextual, and pragmatic than that, 
standing for radical democracy and decen­
tralized economic democracy in ways that 
suit particular social and cultural contexts.

The social vision of economic democracy 
cannot be imposed or transplanted. It can 
only take shape over the course of decades, 
as hard-won social gains and the cultiva­
tion of cooperative habits and knowledge 
build the groundwork for a better society. 
Such a project does not call for large-scale 
investments in any particular economic 
model. It does not rest upon illusions about 
hum an nature. It does not envision or 
require a transformed humanity. Rein­
hold Niebuhr’s epigrammatic justifica­
tion of democracy suffices for economic 
democracy: The human capacity for justice 
makes democracy possible, but the human 
inclination to injustice makes democracy 
necessary.

Niebuhr did not deny that the human ca­
pacity for fairness is often moved by genuine 
feelings of compassion and solidarity, but 
to him it was obvious that all such feelings 
are mixed in human nature with more self­
ish motives. The crucial point was that 
democracy is necessary precisely because 
virtually everyone is selfish. Because 
human beings are so easily corrupted by 
the attainm ent of power, democracy is 
necessary as a restraint on greed and the 
human proclivity to dominate others.

By the time that he elaborated this ar­
gument in The Children o f  L ight and the 
Children o f  Darkness (1944), Niebuhr was 
no longer inclined to press it as a case for 
economic democracy. Having belatedly 
given up Marxism, Niebuhr gave up on 
Christian socialism a few years later. In the 
early 1940s he did not explore the possibili­
ties of a politics that democratized and de­
centralized economic power. For Niebuhr, 
there were only three serious possibilities— 
free market capitalism, socialism, and New 
Deal capitalism—and socialism meant
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economic nationalization and state- 
planned production for use. He supported 
the Delta Farm Cooperative movement, 
but there were never enough experiments 
of this kind for him to take them seriously 
as prototypes of an alternative politics. 
Realism compared liberal capitalism with 
existing historical alternatives, not a fanta­
sized economic democracy.

That remains a plausible verdict. 
Whether it is the only serious verdict de­
pends largely on the viability of decen­
tralized, social market alternatives that 
Niebuhr did not seriously consider. To per­
sist in struggling for the democratization of 
social and economic power is to hold out 
for a battered, marginalized, increasingly 
counter-cultural vision of the common 
good that is deeply rooted in the history of 
American progressivism and progressive 
Christianity, and which has chapters yet to 
be written. ■

M A R R I E D  TO CALVI N
(continuedfrom page 55)

Auschwitz and Dachau as much less 
than the horrendous evil that it was.

Those of us who are spiritual progres­
sives and, at the same time, Evangelical 
see infinite worth in every person, re­
gardless of who they are or where they 
are coming from religiously. Our belief 
in the sacredness of every human being 
is at the core of our convictions and is the 
basis for our concerns for justice on be­
half of the poor and oppressed. The pre­
ciousness of life is the basis upon which 
T ikku n  magazine is grounded. Michael 
Lemer has made it clear that his spiritual 
commitments have led him  to believe 
that the infinite worth o f persons has 
been established by God. There is much 
to be discussed about Calvin and Calvin­
ism, but we cannot give ground to any 
who would denigrate the dignity of 
persons.

It must be left up to the reader to 
evaluate the positive and negative di­
mensions of Calvinism on our contem­
porary society. This, however, is not up 
for question: Calvinism has played a 
major role in the thinking of the Western 
world and continues to have an impact 
on how many of us behave, even in these
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present times. As we remember John 
Calvin on this five-hundredth anniver­
sary of his birth, the vast scope o f his in­
fluence cannot be overlooked if  we are to 
understand those Americans who have 
absorbed, perhaps somewhat uncon­
sciously, the ethos he helped create. He 
is with us, and will be with us for a long 
time. ■

A B R O K E N  F R A M E
(continued from page 59)

Sephardic rabbis, refused the Eastern 
European nomenclature. Preferring in­
stead to mark Judaism as a single construct 
that was inclusive of many ideas and val­
ues, a true Religious Humanism, Morais 
and Pereira- Mendes founded their Jewish 
Theological Seminary in New York City as a 
repository of traditional Sephardic values 
that were grounded in the ancient paidea. 
After Morais’s death, his seminary would 
sadly fall victim to the denominational 
maladies of the Ashkenazi world.

As the twentieth century dawned, fewer 
and fewer Sephardic rabbis and leaders 
could count themselves as part of the 
American Jewish elite. Indeed, Morais’s 
own Philadelphia community was popu­
lated by many individuals ofAshkenazi ori­
gin who supplanted the old Sephardic 
leadership.

Nevertheless, those Ashkenazi stu­
dents, peers and colleagues of Morais, 
people like Marcus Jastrow (1829-1903), 
Cyrus Adler (1863-1940), Isaac Husik 
(1876-1939), and many others who would 
become great Jewish scholars and teachers, 
continued to set American Jewish scholar­
ship on a resolutely Sephardic course. At 
the Dropsie College, founded by the 
Philadelphia Sephardi Moses Aaron 
Dropsie (1821-1905), we could see this 
Sephardi-centrism well into the 1950s. In 
L andm arks and  Goals, a volume of col­
lected addresses and essays published in 
1953, Dropsie College president Abraham 
Neuman (1890-1970) concentrated on the 
Spanish Jewish experience as determina­
tive in Jewish history. Such a philo- 
Sephardic attitude would lamentably 
become rarer as the years passed.

Indeed, the very elementary Jewish cate­
gories, the way in which we are currently
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able to process Judaism, are exclusively 
Ashkenazi.

Orthodox, Conservative, Reform, Ha­
sidic and the rest are all products of the 
schisms inherent to the Ashkenazi Jewish 
experience and are most definitely alien to 
the Sephardic tradition.

Going back to the Maimonidean tradi­
tion, we can see that the Ashkenazi schis­
matic groups marked their distinctiveness 
by picking apart and separating the dis­
parate elements of Sephardic Religious 
Humanism.

This fixation on categorization has 
balkanized Judaism; rather than strength­
ening Jewish life today, it has served to tear 
it apart.

It is thus critical for us to mark Jewish 
trends and developments in precise terms 
so that we can better appreciate the prob­
lems that we now face.

The adoption of the term “Orthodoxy” 
and the attempt to make use of it in a “mod­
ern” context is just one of many hazards 
that we now face. As we have seen in reli­
gious movements all over the world, the 
trend toward exclusion and fundamental­
ism is quite pronounced and gaining 
strength.

The Orthodox trend in Judaism was a 
reaction to nineteenth-century Jewish 
Reform and Enlightenment. Orthodox 
Misnagdim and the Hasidim dropped their 
prior internal Eastern European battle in 
order to combat the new ideas and groups. 
Today, a resurgent Hasidic messianism 
that looked as if it might once again sepa­
rate Orthodox and Hasidic groups is being 
suppressed in Israel, where elements of the 
religious Orthodox community seem to 
have made common cause with Lubavitch 
messianists in order to support an extrem­
ist form of Zionist identification.

The Erosion of Sephardic 
Religious Humanism
For  a long  t im e  Seph a r d ic  J udaism  
remained outside the frame of this in­
ternecine Ashkenazi battle. It continued 
well into the twentieth century to articulate 
its own traditional Religious Humanism, 
despite the pressures inflicted by demogra­
phy and socio-cultural exclusion. From 
Moses Angel, the headmaster of the Jews’ 
Free School in London as well as a brilliant
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educator and author of the Religious 
Humanist classic The L aw  o f  S in a i a n d  
i ts  A p p o in te d  Tim es, from which we 
quoted earlier, to the Italians Sabato 
Morais and Elijah Benamozegh, to the last 
Hakham Bashi of the Ottoman Empire 
Haim Nahum Effendi, to the Alexandrian 
Chief Rabbi Bekhor Eliyyahu Hazzan, to 
Palestinian Chief Rabbi Ben-Zion Uzziel, 
and on to more contemporaiy figures such 
as Hayyim David Halevi, Yitzhak Dayyan, 
Matloub Abadi, and the contemporaiy ac­
ademic Jose Faur, we find the leading lights 
of the most recent epoch of Sephardic 
rabbinical humanism now almost com­
pletely lost to us.

Given the occlusion of the Sephardim 
and their Religious Humanism within the 
majority Ashkenazi culture, these names 
are now more or less unknown—not just to 
Ashkenazi Jews but also to Sephardim 
themselves. A critical part of the Sephardi 
acculturation to the new Jewish world has 
been a process of de-Sephardification and 
the adoption of the new insular models and 
frames of reference.

In my own Brooklyn Sephardic com­
munity we can clearly see—after some fifty 
years of profound cultural erosion—the 
complete absence of the old ways and the 
adoption ofthe new ways.

We now have Modern Orthodox 
Ashkenazi rabbis in the community who 
have expressed a profound antipathy to the 
Sephardic tradition, while at the same 
time, we have seen an explosion of 
Lithuanian-style Yeshivas that have para­
doxically claimed the mantle of the old 
Sephardic traditions.

It is equally clear in Israel, given the 
emergence of the SHAS party and a full- 
fledged Haredization of important sectors 
of the community there, that the post- 
Sabbatian rejection of Religious Human­
ism in the name of a more pronounced 
mystical bend has done a great deal of 
damage to the organic values of Sephardic 
Religious Humanism, whose roots, as we 
have seen, extend back many centuries.

Ultra-Orthodox Insularity 
and Intolerance Today
G iven  that t h e  Sephardic  o ption  has 
been made unavailable even in the 
Sephardic communities, the Ashkenazi

schisms that affect the wider Jewish world 
have continued apace. Attempts to inte­
grate non-Jewish learning into an Ortho­
dox context have been met with hostility 
and outright rejection by an ever-expand­
ing Ultra-Orthodox world with massive 
global tentacles.

Pronouncements by less extreme 
Orthodox rabbis are met with derision by 
what has become known as “Da’as Torah,” 
which stems from a robust and all-powerful 
rabbinical leadership connecting Borough 
Park, Monsey, Bnei Brak, Gateshead, and 
various other places. It now seems clear 
that this rabbinic power base has con­
sumed Orthodoxy.

But in the Sephardic terms that I have 
examined in this essay, it is the very 
nomenclature that is the problem. Any at­
tempt at moderating Orthodoxy is pro­
foundly antithetical to the original 
construct and vision of the movement.

Orthodoxy itself, as its Greek roots in­
dicate, is primed to express a single, unwa­
vering truth determined by its rabbinical 
leadership. All previous attempts at having 
Orthodox leadership take into account the 
non-Jewish world have been met with re­
jection and failure.

There is no reason to think that as Or­
thodoxy continues to gamer more power 
and influence in the Jewish world—at least 
in that part of the Jewish world that con­
tinues to use the talmudic law as its foun­
dation—it will compromise its rigid stance 
and its almost complete rejection of the 
outside world. Orthodoxy builds its rejec­
tion into the veiy linguistic foundation of 
the nomenclature. As its name indicates, 
what we are dealing with is a form of Jew­
ish monolingualism eerily reminiscent of 
an exclusionary Hellenism that did not tol­
erate aliens.

To cite a relevant example of the inher­
ent complexities of this problem, we can 
point to the acknowledged leader of 
Modern Orthodoxy, Rabbi Joseph B. 
Soloveitchik, and the continued difficulty 
he had with the matter of defining the 
movement in pluralistic terms.

In his seminal 1965 essay “Confronta­
tion,” Rabbi Soloveitchik asserted that the 
outside world—here represented by 
Christianity—is off-limits in terms of reli­
gious discussion and dialogue. Such a

stance is consistent with the Orthodox be­
lief that the outside world has nothing to 
offer us in terms of Jewish self-understand­
ing or in terms of asserting ourselves as a 
community in the world.

Indeed, since the death of Rabbi 
Soloveitchik, there has been an ongoing 
tug-of-war between moderate Orthodox 
forces and the more extreme elements to 
claim his legacy as their own. His very biog­
raphy has been combed for definitive proof 
of his ideological predilections and lean­
ings. But in the end, it is all oflittle matter as 
the struggle exemplifies the larger battle for 
the soul of Orthodoxy—a battle that the ex­
tremists will inevitably win. I say “in­
evitably” because Ultra-Orthodoxy is the 
most perfect manifestation of Orthodox 
thinking and its proclivity for exclusion and 
intolerance. Again, exclusion and intoler­
ance are built into its very nomenclature.

Restoring the Model of 
Sephardic Religious Humanism
SO IT IS NOW MORE THAN WORTHWHILE
for those who continue to do battle with 
Ultra-Orthodox forces, as well as the 
schisms of the reformers and assimilation- 
ists, to take seriously the nomenclature of 
Sephardic Religious Humanism and the 
manner in which it has been passed over in 
contemporary Jewish life.

Eschewing the many problems inherent 
in the Ashkenazi construction of Judaism 
as different denominations, it is time that 
we paid respect to the Sephardic tradition 
of pluralism, tolerance, and inclusion. The 
existence of different denominations is not 
necessarily a mark of strength and good 
health, but can just as equally indicate a 
profoundly troubling dysfunctionalism.

Attempts to appropriate the Sephardic 
model without naming it will not effectively 
transform Judaism and address the cur­
rent situation we face. Names have mean­
ing, and behind those names are some 
difficult histories that we must face ifwe are 
to move forward.

In truth, the Maimonidean Controversy 
continues to seethe, and the anathemas 
against foreign ideas and learning remain a 
central part of the tension in contemporaiy 
Jewish life. Exclusionary visions of Jewish 
identity have now extended to the state of 
Israel itself, where the rejection of the
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model of Levantine Religious Humanism, 
what I have called “The Levantine Op­
tion,” has made of Israel a Middle Eastern 
ghetto, which has turned the old shtetl 
mentality into a national matter.

A siege mentality now pervades many 
parts of the Jewish world. In religious, 
socio-cultural, and political terms, Jews 
continue to suffer from an inability to 
make peace internally and with the out­
side world. Where people stand on these 
issues depends on the Jewish group with 
which they are affiliated.

The old model of Sephardic Religious 
Humanism brings together a seriously 
committed yet moderate form of halachic 
observance with a liberal attitude toward 
an outside world that is definitely not 
deemed trey f (unlawful) and that will not 
lead to the rejection of talmudic stan­
dards.

Maimonides stood firm in his belief 
that Judaism must not be an insular cul­
ture and for this was anathematized by 
those rabbis who stand as the model for 
today’s Ultra-Orthodox. He counseled 
Jews to live in the world as equal and 
proud members of the human family. It 
was this Jewish pride that resonated in the 
Sephardic world throughout the centuries 
and that has now been lost to the Jewish 
community.

Such a broken frame calls out for repair 
and rearticulation.

To repair it, we need to identity the 
forces that rejected such Religious Hu­
manism and that have suppressed it as a 
force within Judaism. We cannot bring 
the Jewish body to proper health unless 
we can correctly identify the illness from 
which it suffers. Attempts to sidestep this 
part of the process will inevitably lead us 
to failure because of the continued confu­
sion over the conceptual framework and 
the proper understanding of the cate­
gories in which we are functioning.

But the identification of the problem is 
only half the process.

We must restore the vision of 
Sephardic Religious Humanism and, with 
it, the standing of the Sephardim in the 
larger Jewish world. The grave historical 
injustices that have been inflicted on the 
Jews of the Mediterranean and the Middle 
East in recent times are deeply complex,
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yet brutally obvious to all who calmly in­
vestigate the matter. We must identify 
and expunge the Ashkenazi Jewish eth- 
nocentrism that is a critical part o f the 
current problematic from our communi­
ties. Such an exclusionary racism is not 
limited to Ashkenazi Jews per se, as many 
Jews of Sephardic origin have themselves 
taken on such a viewpoint, thereby gener­
ating a self-loathing that is just as danger­
ous a problem as that of Ashkenazi 
prejudice.

Once we look to restore the model of 
Sephardic Religious Humanism to the 
Jewish community, we will see the forma­
tion of exciting new possibilities for the 
promulgation of a healthy and robust 
Jewish identity. Rather than breaking 
Jews off into separate groups, the 
Sephardic model of Religious Humanism 
would enable Jews of all ethnic origins to 
unite under the rubric of an inclusive and 
tolerant culture that seeks entente and 
rapprochement with the world at large, 
while holding the primacy o f Jewish 
shalom bayit as its ultimate aim. ■

A HO LY C U R I O S I T Y
(continuedfrom page 6l)

merely the memorization of large bodies 
of facts. It is not merely the confident re­
hearsal of complex behavior. The purpose 
of higher learning, to quote Ralph Waldo 
Emerson, is to formulate “an original rela­
tionship to the universe.”

Forging an original relation to the uni­
verse means we do not rely simply on the 
relationship that others have already estab­
lished, but instead we fashion our own 
way—a way that is informed by the best 
judgments and insights of those who have 
trod the path of life before us and those who 
walk it with us. But ultimately, what our 
education seeks to do is offer us the capacity 
to craft our own honest relationship to the 
cosmos, to the world, to God: a heightened 
sense of wonder and a persistent commit­
ment to each other, to all humanity, to all 
living things, to the world. In that endeavor, 
the false opposition of thinking and feeling 
betrays both efforts, producing instead a 
caricature of education in which we either 
resist book-learning, as though that were 
something somehow separable from living

W W W . T I K K U N . O R G

itself, or so venerate book-learning that we 
train ourselves to stop seeing the people in 
front of us and the world of which we are a 
part.

Neither extreme represents the best of 
feeling or thinking. It is as Rabbi Abraham 
Ha-Kohen Kook wrote in Orot Ha-Kodesh:

The fierce power of imagination is a 
gift from God. Joined with the 
grandeur of the mind, the potency of 
inference, ethical depth, and the nat­
ural sense of the divine, imagination 
becomes an instrument for the holy 
spirit.

Imagination and mind together be­
come an instrument for the ruach ha- 
kodesh, the holy spirit. We are called, then, 
both as Jews and as living beings, to inte­
grate what we feel with how we think, to 
recognize that logic is so permeated with 
emotion, and feeling is so intimately con­
nected to analysis, that the two are insepa­
rable and indispensable. Such an enriched 
notion of thinking/feeling means cultivat­
ing both poles as expressions of our truest 
humanity. Such an integration means 
honoring the discipline of learning and 
scholarship as an indispensable contribu­
tor to the emotional depth, self-awareness, 
critical judgment, and moral clarity that 
being afunctioning adult (not to mention a 
good Jew) requires. And, finally, this en­
hanced thinking/feeling means honoring 
the dance of imagination as the indispen­
sable root of character, vision, hope, initia­
tive, and love.

In his book Su rprised by Joy, the Chris­
tian theologian C.S. Lewis recounts a time 
when he referred to philosophy as a subject 
that he loved. His companion responded to 
him, “To Plato, philosophy was not a sub­
ject, it was a way.” That response seems so 
Jewish to me! Philosophy as a derekhl As a 
daol What would it mean for us to ap­
proach our learning, not as a conglomera­
tion of subjects, but as a derekh? To be able 
to train ourselves to walk on the way, and to 
grow to walk in wholeness on that way, is 
the challenge that a fuller learning offers.

Goads A long the  Way
W e  n eed  to  be w il l in g  to  engage  in  
the disciplined learning that educated
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emoting requires. The Mishnah Z avim  
(1:6) tells us, “Not everyone who leads to 
answer is praiseworthy, except if they give 
the reason.” The authors of the Mishnah 
are not disputing that the person who 
jumps to the answer (Call on me! Call on 
me!) is right. But what matters most is the 
process of reasoning that allows everyone 
else to join in the steps of learning. The 
process of integrated reasoning empowers 
participation.

In MassekhetBerakhot (6b) we are told, 
“The reward for a halachic discussion lies 
in the reasoning.” Reasoning. Ours is not a 
tradition that distrusts logic. To the con­
trary, we revel in a disciplined mind, and 
what can only be discovered by using the 
mind. But I will hasten to insist that to be 
able to engage in logic well, to be able to 
utilize reason soundly, requires a great 
deal of prior learning. When I was a junior 
in high school, I enrolled in an Advanced 
Placement course in American history. 
The teacher, Saul Taischolf, a wonderful 
pedagogue, stood up and said: “This class 
is not a discussion; it is a lecture because at 
this point I know something about 
American history, and you don’t. You will 
spend a year listening to my lectures and 
reading the assignments. At the end of the 
year you will then know something about 
American history, and at that point any­
one who wants to come into my office and 
have a discussion about anything about 
American history will be welcome to do 
so.” Turns out that Jewish tradition says 
more or less the same thing, “Learn first, 
and then reason” (Shabbat 63a). Reason 
unaided by hard, factual knowledge is 
fantasy. To be able to reason responsibly 
requires great learning first.

But detailed learning is not enough. 
After putting in the hard time sitting, 
memorizing, learning, practicing, rehears­
ing, drilling—I’m talking here about gram­
mar, vocabulary, concepts, facts, and 
techniques—and lavishing the time to mas­
ter these critical tools, dare to imagine! 
Learning is not simply the compilation of 
facts. Make plans to soar! Cynthia Ozick 
tells us “to imagine the unimaginable is 
the highest use of the imagination.” 
Dream! As you walk on the path, think 
about what once was and is no longer; 
think about what might have been, but

isn’t; think about what ought to be. Then 
muster your prodigious learning in the 
service of the dream, in the assertion of the 
hope!

Above all, cultivate curiosity. Find the 
world infinitely fascinating. Let the ques­
tions spawn yet more questions, so that for 
each new answer you unveil, a thousand 
new questions emerge in their shimmer­
ing radiance. Find the people you are with, 
the communities you touch and serve, the 
books you study, the authors you read, find 
them all endlessly fascinating, inspiring, 
and energizing. I quoted Albert Einstein 
once, and I’m going to quote him again:

The important thing is to not stop 
questioning. Curiosity has its own 
reason for existing. One cannot but 
be in awe when he contemplates the 
mysteries of eternity, of life, of the 
marvelous structure of reality. It is 
enough if one tries merely to com­
prehend a little o f this mystery every 
day. Never lose a holy curiosity.

During the period of the Days of Awe 
and Sukkot, when we recite Psalm 27, we 
ask, “Teach me, Holy One, your ways.” 
Learning is not a subject; it is a way. It is 
not something that one does, it is a process 
for transforming who we are, for bringing 
succor and uplift to our broken, hurting 
world.

As you sit in your sukkah (ritual tent), 
muster the courage to drink deeply of the 
learning that the world offers you. Dream 
wildly. Make of your logic a passion, and of 
your emotions, a logic, such that in this 
new year we can bring ourselves and our 
battered world one step closer to the kind 
of wholeness, the kind of nurturing, and 
the kind of holiness that can only result 
from human beings unfettered.

Never lose a holy curiosity. ■

Q U I E T  E C S T A S Y
(continued from page 65)

this intimacy with the Divine, which as the 
Qur’an has it, is “as close as our jugular 
veins” or as accessible as the memory of a 
beloved departed bubbe or norm (Yiddish 
and Ladino for “grandmother”). Kaplan is

remarkably in touch with this most subtle 
of proximities.

Those who know Kaplan’s previous 
CDs, Tuning The Soul and  L ife  o f  the 
Worlds, are familiar with his uncanny 
ability—shared with musical and poetic 
luminaries such as Israel Najara ofthe six­
teenth century—to marry melodies from 
non-Jewish locales (even Mongolia, in 
this recording!) with Jewish mystical 
poetry. He also creates new Latvian/ 
Lithuanian-influenced tunes for pouring 
out the heart, and performs a stunning 
Eastern European wordless song meant 
to accompany the dying process. The CD 
reconnects me to my ancient Ashkenazic 
roots while expanding upon them with 
several exquisite “neo-Hasidic” musical 
creations composed by Kaplan.

And be prepared for a few tracks that 
reflect the mournful pathos and longing of 
the Diasporic experience (perhaps best 
understood as a universal state of pro­
found spiritual disconnection). You may 
cry a little—OK! I, however, actually find 
this melancholy (or better yet, “deep soul­
fulness”) very appealing.

From a little-known nigun  of Reb 
Nachman of Breslov, to melodies pre­
served by the modern musical adept 
Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, to 
Turkish, Moroccan, and Spanish chants, 
Cantor Kaplan has produced an array of 
quietly ecstatic songs and original compo­
sitions that give life to the term “Jewish 
Renewal.” Kaplan’s jazzy riffs, supported 
by ney (cane flute), ‘u d  (lute), tar  (frame 
drum), cimbalom  (hammer dulcimer), 
and more seemingly incongruous instru­
mentation, are set to revelatory and in­
spiring verses that send me right into the 
lap—or before the throne, as it were—of 
the Mystery of Mysteries. It is a very cool 
album with great aural warmth, clearly 
derived from the embers of the Kabbal­
ah’s overriding intention of tik/cun. If you 
are searching for a collection of songs with 
which to focus your meditation and Jewish 
contemplative life, this is truly it! ■

Rabbi Jonathan Seidel, Ph.D., is the spiritual 
leader o f Or haGan Jewish Community of Eu­
gene (www.orhagan.org), rabbinic chaplain at 
Lewis and Clark College, and adjunct faculty at 
University o f Oregon/Portland State University.
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POETRY

Bird
I have been losing a battle w ith a bird
every morning, although the battle
is w ith myself, so say my 27 therapists, the bird a reminder
sent by whatever I don't believe
to remember what I keep forgetting
because I wake up so damn early, 5:30

every morning, when my battle 
feels an unfinished reminder 
tha t I understand less than I believe.
This morning, I thought to fool the bird into forgetting 
and so last night I put on my giant bird suit at 5:30, 
giddy as a commuter swimming in a huge m artini, like a bird

in another's nest. The sky fe lt lighter: I had to remember
not to fly, to be a believer
but not a foo l—th ink Ica ru s—and never to forget
my basic humanity. But all night until 5:30,
at times awake, I was a bird.
All night the worms were huge, every battle

a belief
in living more. If you're a bird you never forget 
what eating means, and if you're a worm, 5:30 
after a little  rain means waking into hell, the bird 
supping and you're the sup. But I wasn't battling 
myself fo r once, or remembering

my obligations—although I did try  to nest in bed, forgetting
my wife, tha t was awkward—until jus t before 5:30
I rose to meet the bird
bird to bird, a Battle
Royale. I chanted to remind
myself of the huge advantage I had in size, a belief

in Nature's equanimity. At 5:30, 
then, we met in the wet grass, the bird 
a nondescript robin, not a warrior, not the battle 
I expected. What did I expect? A reminder 
suitable for my forgetting every morning, fo r my belief 
the bird was singing to make me forget.

I have not forgotten. The ill- fittin g  bird suit
wears like a belief, a reminder
of my humanity at 5:30, in the battle for my dreams.

— Alan M ichael Parker
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ESSENTIAL PLEASURES
Robert Pinsky
W.W. Norton & Co., 2009 r;v0° r« ; ,o ^ v ^

R o b e r t  P i n s k y ’s  v a r i e d  r o l e s  i n  o u r  l i t e r a r y  c u l t u r e  m a k e  h i m  u n i q u e  

among anthology editors: while foremost a poet, he also serves as critic, teacher, 
advocate, and civic leader in the arts. Essential Pleasures, his fifth and most re­
cent book, is the truest volume yet to reflect his work on the Favorite Poem 
Project, which recorded people from all walks of life reciting their favorite 
poems. With an equally pronounced emphasis, Essen tial Pleasures is not a col­
lection of “essential poems” drawn from any school curriculum, but poems 
Pinsky feels convey an essential vocal quality through an essential verbal action: 
“the course of pleasure in hearing a poem” (the book comes with an audio disc of 
Pinsky reading twenty-one choice selections). Thus, this collection of “poems to 
read aloud" reaches across an impressively broad range, ancient to contempo­
rary, organized into different shapes of sound, from short lines to long, love 
songs to poems that tell stories. As welcome are poems that tell jokes and insults, 
celebrations and complaints. Every kind of human sound in shaped lines 
of poetry is represented here, to provide us an essential pleasure that is essen­
tially ours, a great gathering of evidence of what it means to be human.

A RETURN TO HEALING
Len Saputo, MD, with Byron Belitsos 
Origin Press, 2009

THE CANCER GENERATION:
BABY BOOMERS FACING A PERFECT STORM
John Geyman, MD 
Common Courage Press, 2009

ill
A R eturn  

to  Healing
lexical Htolth (on Itfoia 
«nd tbe Fotoie of Modioat

M o r e  a n d  m o r e  d o c t o r s  a r e  r e t u r n i n g  t o  

their original calling as healers, and with that new con­
sciousness we are getting a set of books that expose the 
shame and outrage of America’s profit-driven medical sys­
tem and the deep limits of the Western model of health 
care. Yes, decent health care is partly a matter of who gets 
access, and yes, single-payer reform would go a long way 
toward changing that. But both these books reveal deeper 
problems, as well. Dr. Saputo’s insider’s account demon­
strates the corrosive effects that health care profiteers have on the quality of care, 
even in the most respected health care facilities. The best hospitals boast of rely­
ing on evidence-based treatments, but the studies on which those treatments 
are based are often funded by those who profit from their use. More natural food 
and preventive approaches that cannot yield profits do not get funding for the 
big clinical tests that could provide the “evidence” for alternatives in health care. 
Saputo’s book is a treasure chest of concrete ideas for a health-oriented 
medicine.

But health cannot be separated from the overall manner in which we organize 
our society, and John Geyman’s book on cancer, describing the dramatic rise of 
the disease and asserting that, as his subtitle suggests, we are going to see a sig­
nificant rise in cancer as the social realities that many thought were only going to 
affect others actually produce an epidemic of suffering for millions of Ameri­
cans. A society that fosters selfishness and materialism everywhere should not 
be surprised when those values create a physical and psychological environ­
ment that increases the incidence of cancer.

Geyman’s and Saputo’s/Belitsos’s books should be in the hands of every­
one facing health problems in the comingyears!

NOTES FROM THE FORTUNE-TELLING PARROT: ISLAM AND THE 
STRUGGLE FOR RELIGIOUS PLURALISM IN PAKISTAN
David Pinault 
Equinox Publishing, 2008

U s i n g  a  s e r i e s  o f  e n g a g i n g  s t o r i e s  a b o u t  h o w  

politicians in Pakistan seek to undermine the rich diversity 
of local Islamic (and sometimes leftover Hindu) practices 
in order to foster a single version of Islam, Associate Profes­
sor of Religious Studies (at Santa Clara University) David 
Pinault throws light on the efforts of local citizens to mani­
fest cultural resistance to uniformity, even though they risk 
being attacked as blasphemous or even enemies of Islam.
Pinault uncovers a common theme of struggle for religious pluralism in a 
society that Westerners know far too little about, despite our increasing military 
and political involvement in that region. The stories he tells are both intellectu­
ally stimulating and just plain fun to read, and they proride us with a window 
onto Islamic society that is neither romanticized nor ideological. A must-read 
for anyone interested in the varieties of religious experience or the cultural 
background to Islamic politics.

THE OTHER W ITHIN-THE MARRANOS:
SPLIT IDENTITY AND EMERGING MODERNITY
Yirmiyahu Yovel
Princeton University Press, 2009

T h e  M a r r a n o s  w e r e  J e w s  o f  t h e  I b e r i a n  P e n i n s u l a  

who over centuries of Christian oppression converted to 
Christianity outwardly but tried to maintain their Judaism 
secretly. Yovel argues that this split between public and private helped create 
modernity. In religious life, the Marranos learned to value religious truth 
residing in the depth of the mind rather than in outer acts and behaviors, thus 
creating the idea that what really counts is the inner life—inner conscience and 
the single self that bears it—which serves as a deeper and higher authority than 
conventional behavior in community. Authentic religion for them was deinsti­
tutionalized and privatized, thus foreshadowing the widespread shifts that 
would later become crucial in the development of Protestantism and in the idea 
of the autonomous individual, which became central to capitalist ideology. 
Yovel demonstrates how, as Marranos spread around the world, their way of un­
derstanding themselves and the world had a growing impact on every society 
where Christianity flourished. Yovel believes that the Marranos were the para­
digm of separation between Jewish existence and Jewish religion, enabling 
Jewish nationalism, assimilation, secularization, and Zionism.

THE ASSASSINATION OF FRED HAMPTON: HOW THE FBI 
AND THE CHICAGO POLICE MURDERED A BLACK PANTHER
Jeffrey Haas
Lawrence Hill Books, 2009

F r e d  H a m p t o n  w a s  a  c h a i r m a n  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  m o s t  

creative organizer of the Black Panther Party of Chicago, 
and this book tells the sad story of how he was murdered by 
the FBI and Chicago police. Hampton talked not only of 
Black power, but also of power for each race and ethnic 
group. And this is also the story of Jeffrey Haas, a Jew who 
grew up in Atlanta, and the small group of lawyers who 
fought for Hampton, and then after his death fought to get 
the truth of his assassination known, in the process helping to reveal the FBI’s 
Counter Intelligence Program (COINTELPRO), which was directed at dis­
rupting the Panthers and other sections of the New Left of the 1960s and early 
1970s. For anyone who doesn’t believe that the Panthers were driven to violence 
by the assaults on them by the police and the FBI, or who doubts the existence of 
government conspiracies to destroy dissidents, this is an indispensable read. 
And it will be a source of inspiration for young people who still imagine using 
law as a path toward social justice.
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