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I. The Imperialistic Attitude and US Culture

"The conquest of the earth, which mostly means the taking it away from those who have a different complexion or slightly flatter noses than ourselves, is not a pretty thing when you look into it too much. What redeems it is the idea only. An idea at the back of it, not a sentimental pretence but an idea; and an unselfish belief in the idea–something you can set up, and bow down before, and offer a sacrifice to ..." (Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness). 

These words of the novelist, written over 100 years ago, do not at all seem inappropriate to today's reality and world. Only 100 years ago, reference was more to European conquests and today it would be to those of the United States. However, the US imperialistic attitude extends well beyond a century. Officials at the Smithsonian Institution in Washington DC were greatly embarrassed when they were publicly denounced for their 1991 "America as West" exhibition which was displayed at the National Gallery of American Art. Angry members of Congress found the display un-American, unpatriotic. Professors, journalists, other experts attacked the exhibition as a slur on the uniqueness of the United States. Native Americans were portrayed in 19th century paintings as noble, proud and reflective people; the text with the paintings described their sufferings at the hands of the white man. The imperialistic attitude does not brook any challenge to the cultural images constructed by society. 

The word imperialism refers to the practice, theory and attitudes of people who dominate distant territories. Colonialism refers to the implanting of settlements in distant territories. “Empire is a relationship, formal or informal, in which one state controls the effective political sovereignty of another political society....Imperialism is simply the process or policy of establishing or maintaining an empire” (Michael Doyle, Empire. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986, p.45).

In 1800 the Western world claimed control of 55% of the earth’s surface, but actually held about 35%. By 1878 control covered 67% (an increase of 83,000 sq.mi. per year). By 1914, 85% of the earth’s surface was under Western control; an average of 240,000 sq. mi. per year had been added from 1878 (cf. Harry Magdoff, Imperialism from the Colonial Age to the Present. New York: Monthly Review, 1978, pp. 29 & 35). This was by far the largest, most totally dominated and unequal-in-power empire in history. Controlling countries were committed to maintenance of these vast tracts of distant territories and large numbers of subjugated peoples. By the 1930s, for example, India had 4,000 British civil servants, 16,000 soldiers and 90,000 civilians (mostly businessmen and clergy) in a country of 300 million persons.

A quotation from John Stuart Mill in his Principles of Political Economy (Vol. 3, ed. J.M. Robson. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1965, p. 693) is typical of the imperialistic attitude which helped create this empire: 

“These [outlying possessions of ours] are hardly to be looked upon as countries...but more properly as outlying agriculture or manufacturing estates belonging to a larger community. Our West Indian colonies, for example, cannot be regarded as countries with a productive capital of their own...[but are rather] the place where England finds it convenient to carry on the production of sugar, coffee and a few other tropical commodities.”

Both in the past and today, the imperialistic attitude leads the dominant peoples to view themselves as deserving to rule, as called to do so for the good of the world and, at the same time, views the subject peoples as incapable of properly ruling themselves. The subject people are inherently inferior and the ruling people superior.

II. Hypocrisy in US Foreign Policy

In 1982, Noam Chomsky in his Towards a New Cold War: Essays on the Current Crisis and How We Got There (New York: Pantheon, 1982, pp. 84-85) made this prediction: 

“...the “North-South” conflict will not subside, and new forms of domination will have to be devised to ensure that privileged segments of Western industrial society maintain substantial control over global resources, human and material, and benefit disproportionately from this control....it is an absolute requirement for the Western system of ideology that a vast gulf be established between the civilized West, with its traditional commitment to human dignity, liberty and self-determination, and the barbaric brutality of [the subject peoples, the “others”]....”

What is common about the following Third World dictators: Syngman Rhee, the Shah of Iran, Somoza, Haile Selassie, Ferdinand Marcos, Augusto Pinochet, Manuel Noriega, Saddam Hossain? What is common about these brutal, unpopular dictators is that they were all friends of the US, supported by the US government often against their own people, provided liberally with weapons. The list could be greatly extended, but the important point is to acknowledge that US actions internationally have been based consistently on what is perceived as its self-interest and not on ideals such as promoting freedom and democracy. On the contrary, for at least the past two generations, in the Middle East for example, the US has consistently sided with tyranny and injustice and has never been in official support of struggles for democracy, women’s rights, secularism or minority rights. Rather the US betrayed the efforts of the weak to liberate themselves from military occupation, while subsidizing their enemies. 

III. US Public Support For Imperialism: The Role of the Media

The US has been able to expand its imperial reach even to sending massive armies 6,000 miles from its shores, not only due to its economic, military and political power, but also because of strong public support at home; imperialism is ingrained in American culture.

The US media, which is now controlled by a very few powerful, multinational, private corporations, assists in supporting US government policy by its manipulation of the public. Whereas loyalty and patriotism should be based on a critical sense of what the facts are and what Americans owe their neighbors and the rest of mankind, the media promotes uncritical solidarity with the policy of the moment, even when it is unimaginally costly (cf. Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism. New York: Vintage Books, 1993, p. 301). Chomsky speaks of the “overwhelming urgency” of the need to counteract “the effects of a generation of self-adulation” and the need for Americans to open their eyes to “the tradition of naivete and self-righteousness that disfigures our intellectual history” (quoted in V.G. Kiernan, America: The New Imperialism: From White Settlement to World Hegemony. London: Zed, 1978, p. 127). He also speaks of the media as “manufacturing consent” through its manipulation of public opinion to favor government policy.

The TV images selected by the US government and shown world-wide for both the 1991 Gulf War and the 2003 ongoing Iraq War mostly omit the damages done to the enemy and highlight those perpetrated by the insurgents. The major American media copy one another and were copied or shown all over the world by CNN and similar international media. Only with competing Middle East media, such as Al-Jazeera, have alternative portrayals been possible. Americans watch the war on television and mistakenly feel certain they are seeing the reality. 

“Experts” on the Middle East, and supposedly well-informed about Arabs, are brought before the TV cameras and lead Americans to understand the Arab reality as: 

“All roads lead to the bazaar; Arabs only understand force; brutality and violence are part of Arab civilization; Islam is an intolerant, segregationist, ‘medieval’, fanatic, cruel, anti-woman religion. The context, framework, setting of any discussion was limited, indeed frozen, by these ideas.” (Said, Culture and Imperialism, p. 295)

Said, the recently-deceased Columbia University professor, in his erudite work, adds: 

“The history of other cultures is non-existent until it erupts in confrontation with the United States; most of what counts about foreign societies is compressed into thirty-second items, ‘sound bites,’ and into the question of whether they are pro-or anti-America, freedom, capitalism, democracy” (pp. 322-323). 

There is good reason why much of the world views Americans as insular. In the early 1990s, a poll showed that 89% of high school juniors believed that Toronto was in Italy. A German university student, who helped as my driver in the US in 2001, was asked by high school seniors in Fort Worth, Texas, whether there were cars in Germany; he answered nicely: “We make them!”

IV. Terrorism and Fundamentalism: Our Labels, Our Meanings

The media are a fully integrated and practical network, but a very efficient mode of articulation which knits the world together. The US media dominates and is trying to reorient international social discourse. Key terms promoted forcefully since the 1980s, are “terrorism” and “fundamentalism”. Whether discussing and analyzing political conflicts involving Iraqis and Kurds, Sunni and Shia Muslims, or Tutsis and Hutus (the list is long), these two key terms are used and derive mainly from concerns in the West.

“They are fearful images that lack discriminate contents or definition, but they signify moral power and approval for whoever uses them, moral defensiveness and criminalization for whomever they designate. These two gigantic reductions mobilized armies as well as dispersed communities.... [their] goal is to mobilize consent, to eradicate dissent, to promote an almost literally blind patriotism. By such means the governability of large numbers of people is assured, numbers whose potentially disruptive ambitions for democracy and expression are held down (or narcotized) in mass societies, including, of course, Western ones” (Said, Culture and Imperialism, p. 310).

Because of the highly-charged connotations of words like terrorism and fundamentalism and the successful portrayal by the US of its enemies as characterized by these, objectivity and dissent concerning the real issues is extremely difficult. The individual is pushed towards subordination to these controlling norms; if she objects, she will be subject to ridicule and rejection. To uphold the US portrayals is to be considered moderate, rational, a supporter of the Western ethos against the uncivilized barbarians whose aim is to destroy “our” civilization. This position imbues us with righteous anger and blind patriotism.

Such characterization leads to polarization, as the enemies respond in the same manner to us, throwing the terms back upon us with little more attention to detail, critical differentiation, discrimination, and distinction than has been lavished upon them by the West. This process leads to greater divisiveness and civilizational clashes. Arundhati Roy, well-known author of the novel The God of Small Things, was recently awarded the national Peace Prize of Australia. During her visits, she encouraged Australians to side with the insurgents in Iraq against the West. There was no scope for intellectual discussion of her views, but only rabid reaction to her openly-stated position. This, despite her being a woman who was receiving the highest award of their country due to her consistent stand against injustice and her noted bravery in the face of personal suffering. The polarization is ultimately a senseless dynamic, closing off dialogue and peaceful resolution of conflict. [For further understanding of the views of Arundhati Roy, please read her recent book of essays: An Ordinary Person’s Guide to Empire. Cambridge, Mass.: South End Press, 2004].

While the US media has betrayed its mission and profession, the university and intellectuals have not done much better. The university’s secular mission--to be a place where multiplicity, diversity, and contradiction can co-exist--has capitulated to the conservative dogmatism demanding “political correctness,” ousting any views not supportive of Western authority and orthodoxy. However, the only way to move towards honest intellectual reflection on the reality is to reject the imperialist ideology which assigns centrality to the West and peripherality and degeneracy to the rest of humanity. History teaches us that domination breeds resistance, and that the violence inherent in the imperial contest is impoverishing for both sides.

V. From Imperialism to Interdependence

Many of the subjugated peoples have endured a similar fate after their countries obtained independence. During the efforts for overthrowing colonial rule, the masses of people were mobilized with the goal of liberation. However, the spirit of nationalism which led to the creation of new nations turned into a state ideology. Armies, flags, legislatures, national education projects, authoritarian political parties, with the country’s elite taking the place previously occupied by the imperial rulers--this has been the fate of most newly independent countries. By emphasizing the state ideology, post-colonial countries subjected themselves to a global process, embedded in capitalism and commanded at the top by a handful of leading industrial countries. Independence from political and military domination was replaced by a harsh economic domination. However, the very real tensions and problems of the subjugated peoples have remained unresolved. 

Large masses of people, greater in numbers and hopes than ever before, want to eat better and more frequently, large numbers also want other opportunities for economic and social progress. If the old systems cannot respond to these demands, domination or force will also not be successful; the old systems will lose their mobilizing power. Instead of polarization of ideas, cultures and civilizations, the world community must find ways to come together and build a collective human existence. There must be ways “to match the new economic and socio-political dislocations and configurations of our time with the startling realities of human interdependence on a world scale….a new critical consciousness is needed” (Said, Culture and Imperialism, p. 330). Besides insisting on our unique identity, history and tradition, we need to move further “to situate these in a geography of other identities, peoples, cultures” (ibid, p. 330).

For those wanting to help move our world from the present antagonistic, conflictual model which characterizes the imperialistic attitude, the reflection of Hugo of St. Victor, a twelfth-century monk from Saxony could be inspiring: 

“It is, therefore, a source of great virtue for the practiced mind to learn, bit by bit, first to change about in visible and transitory things, so that afterwards it may be able to leave them behind altogether. The person who finds his homeland sweet is still a tender beginner, he to whom every soil is as his native one is already strong; but he is perfect to whom the entire world is as a foreign place. The tender soul has fixed his love on one spot in the world; the strong person has extended his love to all places; the perfect man has extinguished his” (Hugo of St. Victor, Didascalicon, trans. Jerome Taylor. New York: Columbia University Press, 1961, p. 101).

VI. “What then must we do?” (Luke 3:10)

 “Community” must be the main countervailing force to liberate our humanity from the imperialistic attitude and to offset many of the major problems described above. Western peoples must battle against the feelings of superiority contained in their imperialistic culture and, learn to welcome all peoples as equals. Not only compassion but also responsive action is needed when people are suffering from any serious human problem--starvation, hunger, war, torture, insecurity, discrimination, homelessness, unemployment….

When we speak of the “Family of Mary” we often view narrowly its meaning. We often think of our family as a limited group and not as one open to all. A family is always inclusive, never exclusive. It cannot be viewed as “us” and “them”, but only as “we”. 

The richness of the concepts of family and community is increased to the extent that they embrace solidarity and sharing. The Teilen-Gruppe Dornbirn in western Austria, for example, makes a radical commitment to this reality. Its husband and wife founders contribute 80% of their income for the world’s poor, while they live most simply, being models for their children, other members of their Sharing Group, as well as many who come to know about them.

Amitai Etzioni in The Spirit of Community (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1993, p. 266) describes a process for promoting a global community:

“While it may seem utopian, we believe that in the multiplication of strongly democratic communities around the world lies our best hope for the emergence of a global community that can deal concertedly with matters of general concern to our species as a whole: with war and strife, with violations of basic rights, with environmental degradation, and with the extreme material deprivation that stunts the bodies, minds, and spirits of children. Our Communitarian concern may begin with ourselves and our families, but it rises inexorably to the long-imagined community of humankind’’ (p. 266).

My own experience in over 25 years in South Asia has demonstrated to me that the sharing of community and of family spirit with peoples of different cultures (Biharis, various tribal groups, Bangladeshis) and different religions (Hindus, Muslims, Animists, Buddhists) has been the gift most appreciated by the peoples with whom I have shared my life. Manolo, Director of DECAMP in Mexico, after spending a month with IIRD, is said to have described our team of workers as the Muslim Marianists. At the end of his two-week visit at IIRD, Hugo Diego, a Marianist from Spain, received this reply from. M. Siddiqur Rahman, IIRD Director Field Operations, when he asked whether there was any value to Bangladesh and IIRD from the Marianist spirit: “When our IIRD leadership has had disagreements and even disunity among ourselves, William has always insisted on our working out the difficulties and becoming reunited.” 

On December 19, 2004 an English Daily in Bangladesh published an AP article from Ithaca, New York, titled: “Half of Americans for restricting civil liberties of Muslims in US”. The article was based on a research project conducted from Cornell University and revealed that:

 “Republicans and people who described themselves as highly religious were more apt to support curtailing Muslims’ civil liberties than Democrats or people who are less religious….Researchers also found that respondents who paid more attention to television news were more likely to fear terrorist attacks and support limiting the rights of Muslim Americans.” 

During my 2004 US visit, I heard from many Muslim friends and organizations concerning prejudice towards them and discriminative actions. Very few non-Muslims, however, showed any special awareness about their difficulties or concern to assist them. An admirable exception was Charles Pillsbury, Executive Director of Community Mediation in New Haven, Connecticut, who was organizing the local community for responding to this situation. If Family of Mary members want to be more active in responding to international situations, reaching out to members of the Muslim religion in the US could be one of the finest ways. Initially, simply establishing dialogue and working to understand Islam would be a very significant beginning. Monitoring incidents of discrimination and providing support to those suffering, as well as helping those acting from prejudice, to better understand their sisters and brothers would be even more beautiful. 

Other ways in which Family of Mary members could help to create a more non-coercive and less imperialistic American culture would include:

· Promoting, in education, knowledge and understanding of other peoples, their histories and cultures. In education, helping learners listen to alternative views of those often seen as inferior by the dominant culture, including migrants and guest workers, refugees, blacks, women, subject people, etc. Permitting dissent, multiple views, and conflicting opinions in search for deeper truth and unity.

· Actually sharing our homes, institutions, our time and skills, our possessions and money, our concern and love with those in need.

· US Americans, who are less then 5% of the world’s population, consume 30% of the energy, causing untold damage to our common ecological home. In the world community, the US stands practically alone in refusing to take a shared responsibility for environmental destruction and for improved ecological behavior. However, individuals and communities can promote consciousness and changes in lifestyle which would be fully responsive to this critical situation. 

VII. A Footnote

Additional reflections on the deficiencies in US and Western culture and possible responses to them could be found in two papers, which I earlier presented at symposia in Mexico City and in Bilbao, Spain and which are located at the following web site: 

http://www.stthomas.edu/cathstudies/cst/mgmt/conferences.HTM
The titles of the papers are: 

· “A New Path for the 21st Century: The Way to Economic, Social and Political Justice for All” (June 7, 2000). 

· “Corporate Globalization Versus a Common Human Future, Third World Development, and the Mondragon Model” (co-written with Jose Eizaguirre of the Madrid Province of Spain and presented in July, 2003).

On the next page is the “Decalogue of Assisi for Peace,” which communicates the attitude and commitments needed to promote a global community.


Decalogue of Assisi for Peace

1. We commit ourselves to proclaiming our firm conviction that violence and terrorism are incompatible with the authentic spirit of religion, and, as we condemn every recourse to violence and war in the name of God or of religion, we commit ourselves to doing everything possible to eliminate the root causes of terrorism.

2. We commit ourselves to educating people to mutual respect and esteem, in order to help bring about a peaceful and fraternal coexistence between people of different ethnic groups, cultures and religions.

3. We commit ourselves to fostering the culture of dialogue, so that there will be an increase of understanding and mutual trust between individuals and among peoples, for these are the premise of authentic peace.

4. We commit ourselves to defending the right of everyone to live a decent life in accordance with their own cultural identity, and to form freely a family of his own.

5. We commit ourselves to frank and patient dialogue, refusing to consider our differences as an insurmountable barrier, but recognizing instead that to encounter the diversity of others can become an opportunity for greater reciprocal understanding.

6. We commit ourselves to forgiving one another for past and present errors and prejudices, and to supporting one another in a common effort both to overcome selfishness and arrogance, hatred and violence, and to learn form the past that peace without justice is no true peace.

7. We commit ourselves to taking the side of the poor and the helpless, to speaking out for those who have no voice and to working effectively to change these situations, out of the conviction that no one can be happy alone.

8. We commit ourselves to taking up the cry of those who refuse to be resigned to violence and evil, and we desire to make every effort possible to offer the men and women of our time real hope for justice and peace.

9. We commit ourselves to encouraging all efforts to promote friendship between peoples, for we are convinced that, in the absence of solidarity and understanding between peoples, technological progress exposes the world to a growing risk of destruction and death.

10. We commit ourselves to urging leaders of nations to make every effort to create and consolidate, on the national and international levels, a world of solidarity and peace based on justice.
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