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Preface

This book proposes that we consider the relationship of our many dif-
ferent activities as scholar-teachers in terms of our work for greater so-
cial justice and equality. Although this goal is not limited to scholars in
the humanities and social sciences, it is more obviously related to our
work than to other disciplines. Our scholarship is tested primarily by
our students and occasionally by legislators and others framing public
policies. We both study and practice “cultural politics”, especially as I
define this phrase in this book. My claim contradicts those who argue
that knowledge must be “free” of politics. Knowledge is never free of po-
litical values, and it is wisest for us to encourage our students to debate
the political connotations of whatever field they study. When such po-
litical implications are ignored or denied, they continue to operate but
in secret, more dangerous ways. Of course, we must “teach the conflicts’,
not just advocate for our own political positions, however persuasive we
may find them.

I also believe that in many academic disciplines there is a necessary
continuity between academic and public debates, as well as between
scholarly and social activism. In this book, I offer examples of how I have
engaged these debates and pursued activist goals since 1991. I am not an
important or influential political activist, and it is one of my central argu-
ments that ordinary scholars do make a difference in the public sphere
and can be even more influential once they recognize their abilities to do
so. The monumental changes in world history are built upon very small
acts, whose coordination may be both the result of profound organiza-
tion and historical fortune. It is easy to be discouraged today by the mar-
ginal positions so many academics appear to occupy amid the broader
social, political, and economic forces of globalization. It is more difficult,
but far more hopeful and productive, for us to find the points of inter-
section where our work complements labor by others in the interests of
achieving greater equality for all.
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All of the chapters in this book are based on essays published in jour-
nals, scholarly books, and newspapers in the U.S., Germany, Egypt, and
the United Kingdom. Each chapter differs greatly from its first publica-
tion, in most cases because the history separating its original publication
and its appearance in this book is addressed. I have made specific efforts
in several chapters (chapters 1, 2, 3, S, 8, and 9) to retain the historical
contexts prompting their original publication and to comment on the in-
tervening history. Sometimes these changes are specifically indicated, as
in chapters 2, 3, and 8; in other cases, these changes are integrated into a
unified argument, as in chapters 1, S, and 9. I am trying to represent the
historical dimension of scholarship when it enters explicitly the political
and public spheres. In one sense, scholarship must be timely; in another
sense, scholarship must mark and record the passage of historical time.

I am grateful to many friends who have inspired me with their own ac-
tivism as scholar-teachers. This book is dedicated to Edward Said, who
continues to teach me. When I first came up with the idea for publishing
this book in digital format, my good friend, Mark Poster, introduced me
to Gary Hall, whose work has also had a profound influence on me. Ran-
dy Bass at Georgetown University, Reinhard Isensee at the Humboldt
University (Berlin), and Matthias Oppermann at Bielefeld University
have led the way in digital scholarship and encouraged me to complete
this book. Other friends have set a very high standard for me to follow
with regard to activism: Colin Dayan and Hortense Spillers at Vander-
bilt University, Ruth Wilson Gilmore at the City University of New York,
Henry Giroux at McMaster University, Abdul JanMohamed at the Uni-
versity of California, Berkeley, Curtis Marez and Shelley Streeby at the
University of California, San Diego, Donald Pease at Dartmouth College,
Wilfried Raussert at Bielefeld University, Marita Sturken and Dana Polan
at New York University and Winfried Fluck at the Free University (Ber-
lin). My colleagues in American Studies and Ethnicity at the University
of Southern California are well-known for their abilities to connect schol-
arship, teaching, and activism. Sarah Banet-Weiser, Richard Berg, Philip
Ethington, Macarena Gomez-Barris, Sarah Gualtieri, Jack Halberstam,
David Lloyd, Tania Modleski, Tara McPherson, Maria Elena Martinez,
Manuel Pastor, Laura Pulido, Leland Saito, George Sanchez, and Janelle
Wong have taught me more about “cultural politics” than I can ever repay.
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My thanks to the editors and publishers for permission to reprint sig-
nificantly revised versions of the essays first published by them: Chap-
ter 1, “Edward Said and American Studies’, first published by American
Quarterly 56:1 (March 2004), 33-47; Chapter 2, first published as “The
‘Vietnam-Effect” in the Persian Gulf War,” Cultural Critique, special is-
sue, “The Economies of War,” 19 (Fall 1991), 121-39; Chapter 3, first
published as “Images from Fallujah Will Stir Debate, But... Won’t Alter
Policy”, Op-Ed, Newsday (April 2,2004), A49; Chapter 4, “Areas of Con-
cern: Area Studies and the New American Studies’, first published in Alif:
Journal of Comparative Poetics (Egypt) 31 (2010), special issue on “The
Other Americas”; Chapter S, “Culture, U.S. Imperialism, and Globaliza-
tion”, first published in American Literary History 16:4 (Winter 2004),
575-595; Chapter 6, “Reading Reading Lolita in Tehran in Idaho’, first
published in American Quarterly 59:2 (June 2007), 253-275; Chapter 7,
“The Death of Francis Scott Key and Other Elegies: Music and the New
American Studies”, Cornbread and Cuchifritos, eds. Wilfried Raussert and
Michelle Habell-Pallan (Trier: Wissenschaftlicher Verlag Trier, 2011),
27-40; Chapter 8, “Visualizing Barack Obama’, first published in Journal
of Visual Culture 8:2 (August 2009), 207-210; Chapter 9, first published
as “The Dramatization of Mao II and the War on Terrorism”, South Atlan-
tic Quarterly 103:1 (Fall 2003), pp. 21-43 and “Global Horizons in Don
DelLillo’s Falling Man (2007)”, Don DeLillo: Mao II, Underworld and Fall-
ing Man, ed. Stacey Olster (London: Continuum, 2011), 121-134.






INTRODUCTION

The Cultural Politics of the New American Studies

Now what? Barack Obama’s election was a great success. A person of
great integrity and political skills replaced George W. Bush. In his mem-
oir, Decision Points (2010), George W. Bush defends water-boarding and
other forms of torture for “saving lives”, as well as his decision to invade
Iraq on the erroneous evidence of Iragi “weapons of mass destruction”
for “making the world a safer place without Saddam Hussein”.! The 2010
mid-term elections have given Republicans a majority in the House of
Representatives, promising a politically divided Congress for the remain-
ing two years of President Obama’s first term. President Obama’s popular-
ity has dropped to 47%, well below the enormous popularity he enjoyed
in his first 100 days in office. Republicans, especially advocates of the Tea
Party or Tea Party Express, appear to be resurgent, successfully defending
their foreign policy mistakes under George W. Bush and redirecting their
responsibility for the current economic recession to President Obama
and the Democrats. In the Republicans’ political statements, government
bailouts of Wall Street and the costs of “Obamacare” have caused our
economic and social problems, not two costly and unnecessary foreign
wars or unregulated capitalism. We are at a critical point in U.S. politics,
when scholarly knowledge is needed more than ever to clarify history
and enable citizens to make intelligent decisions.

Most of the people reading this book contributed to Barack Obama’s
victory, as well as criticized the policies of the George W. Bush admin-
istration. Indeed, one of the few positive lessons from the past decade is
that a relatively free intellectual class is one of our best protections against
fascism or other dictatorial usurpations. During the Second Gulf War,
our invasion and occupation of Iraq, and our ongoing war in Afghanistan
and Pakistan, academics were among the most consistently critical of our
policies and the best informed regarding the long history of U.S. imperi-
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alism as background to our foreign policies, which were justified by the
Bush Administration as “exceptions” to an otherwise “anti-imperialist”,
democratic U.S. For a variety of reasons, intellectuals with academic ap-
pointments turned out to be even more courageous than the usually cele-
brated “public intellectuals”, many of whom defended U.S. policies in the
post-9/11 era. Todd Gitlin’s nationalist sentiments, of course, preceded
9/11 but Don DeLillo’s surprisingly sentimental defense of beleaguered
New Yorkers and his general indictment of global terrorism in his Harp-
er’s essay “In the Ruins of the Future: Reflections on Terror and Loss in
the Shadow of September” (December 2001), and his novel, Falling Man
(2007) surprised many fans of his canny interpretation of the U.S. role in
global disorder in Mao II (1991). In the past decade we also witnessed
the proliferation of neo-conservative public intellectuals, many support-
ed by private think-tanks as they rotated out of government positions in
Republican administrations or relied on their own tenured positions in
colleges and universities to defend Bush’s foreign policies, Wall Street’s
unregulated, late modern capitalism, and to fuel populist anxieties about
“illegal immigrants” as internal enemies.

The emergence of neo-conservative public intellectuals from the aca-
demic ranks dates back to the “culture wars” of the late 1980s and early
1990s. Richard Rorty, Samuel Huntington, and Stephen Ambrose were
spinofts of Allan Bloom, E. D. Hirsch, Jr.,, Dinesh D’Souza, and Francis
Fukuyama. As print and broadcast journalism tempered its criticism of
our foreign policies under George W. Bush thanks in part to mergers and
acquisitions in these media and the general “Murdoch Effect”, academic
criticism joined with political organizations like Moveon.org to preserve
some semblance of anti-war and anti-imperialist activism. As hundreds
of thousands of Iraqi civilians were murdered in sectarian violence and
millions of Iraqis emigrated to Jordan, Syria, and other countries, chang-
ing dramatically the geopolitical shape of postwar Iraq while U.S. occu-
pying forces allowed such violence to continue unabated, a few brave aca-
demics tried to challenge the public’s mood of war’s “inevitable violence”
by risking their own lives to visit and report on the shattered lives and
neighborhoods of Iraq.

Mark Levine’s book, Why They Don’t Hate Us: Lifting the Veil on the Axis
of Evil (2005), grew out of just this sort of eyewitness travel outside the
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U.S. State Department and military channels to war-torn Iraq.” Levine’s
work is complemented by the consistent criticism of U.S. imperialism and
neo-imperialism by a wide range of American Studies scholars, including
Donald Pease and Amy Kaplan, who criticize how the Bush Administra-
tion built what might be termed “State Exceptionalism” to justify both
our invasion of Iraq and the subsequent human rights” abuses from Abu
Ghraib to Guantanamo integral to this foreign policy.* Much of this new
work on U.S. imperialism draws upon the anti-imperialist scholarship
of Richard Drinnon, Richard Slotkin, Ronald Takaki, Annette Kolodny,
and other American Studies’ scholars of the 1960s and 1970s, who un-
derstood how colonial expansion and accompanying racial subalternity
are central to U.S. nationalism, no matter who occupies the Executive
branch of the government. Much of President Obama’s global popular-
ity depends on his appeal to a new American Exceptionalism and on the
presumption that nationalism transcends ethnic and racial identities. The
repeated refrain of his campaign that only in America could Barack Hus-
sein Obama be elected President impresses me as a gentler version of the
older and more dangerous exceptionalisms American Studies has criti-
cized so effectively.

We still have important obligations as scholarly activists to continue
our criticism of U.S. imperialism in the ongoing occupation of Iraq, the
expansion of the war in Afghanistan and Pakistan, meliorist policies in
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and the U.S. “empire of military bases”
that continues to grow.* U.S. neo-imperialism also includes policies of
strategic neglect, including the ongoing crises in Haiti, Darfur and So-
malia, Zimbabwe, and other African political and human rights’ crises
barely visible in the U.S. media and State Department policies.’ Although
U.S. policies appear to be thawing toward Cuba, we continue to wait for
regime changes, as we did in Vietnam so long ago, expecting that Fidel
Castro’s diminished powers or death, like Ho Chi Minh’s death in Viet-
nam and Saddam Hussein’s execution in Iraq, will result in sudden politi-
cal transformations. A new policy toward Cuba is urgently needed, as is
more public debate about our role in the Caribbean and broader Latin
America. Given the importance of the history of Cuba-U.S. relations in
the hemispheric scope of the new American Studies, we must push as
scholars and activists for more than merely symbolic acts by the U.S. state
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toward Cuba, Haiti, and other hemispheric sites of traditional conflict
with the U.S.

President Obama also needs to address the current political crisis in
Iran, defending the rights of the Iranian opposition while avoiding the
usual platitudes about how Iran should “follow” the model of U.S. de-
mocracy and its civil religion. Despite our constitutional separation of
church and state, our political history has been profoundly shaped by
religious interests, perhaps no more powerfully than in the past few de-
cades. Our complaints about “theocratic” Iran should be tempered by our
own reverence for the “Puritan Origins” of U.S. democracy and the per-
sistence of these religious values in the Protestant work-ethic and various
forms of capitalist rationalization of economic inequities. We should also
be aware of the long history of religious persecution in the U.S., whose
original colonists so famously immigrated to the Western Hemisphere in
quest of religious freedom and tolerance. Yet colonial and national U.S.
history is full of the religious persecution of peoples practicing indig-
enous religions, Catholicism, Caribbean Voodoo and North American
Hoodoo, Mormonism, Buddhism, Confucianism, Sufism, Jainism, Islam,
and many other religions.

To be sure, the Obama administration in two years has changed sig-
nificantly our global reputation. President Obama’s speech in Cairo, “A
New Beginning”, on June 4, 2009 is a powerful indication of these new,
good intentions.® But none of this should dissuade us from the neces-
sary criticism of Obama’s practical policies. U.S. troops remain in Iraq,
despite the much-publicized withdrawal of U.S. combat forces in Sep-
tember 2010. The Obama administration has widened the unwinnable
war in Afghanistan and Pakistan against the Taliban while maintaining
support for the corrupt administration of President Karzai, thus ignoring
the lessons of history for the region and of the more general “Vietnam-
Effect”. The recent assassination of Osama bin Laden by U.S. Navy Seals
operating covertly in Abbottabad, Pakistan afirms our commitment to
violent, military solutions and our disregard for the sovereignty of our
client-state, Pakistan. The Palestinian-Israeli conflict is at one of its most
volatile stalemates of the past fifty years. Although scheduled for closure,
Guantanamo remains open, its prisoners now destined to be sent to for-
eign countries like Palau and Bermuda, in yet another instance of U.S.
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“outsourcing”, while those prisoners released have often rejoined al-Qa-
eda or other terrorist organizations after their long incarcerations by the
U.S. Further information about how our government tortured prisoners
of war has been suppressed on grounds as specious as those employed by
the Bush Administration.

Such macropolitical issues cannot be separated from the economic
crisis the U.S. and many first-world nations are still struggling to over-
come. The front cover of Newsweek for June 13, 2009 advertised Fareed
Zakaria’s “The Capitalist Manifesto”, replete with a faux red leather bind-
ing and Soviet star. Tediously repeating slogans about “Capitalism with
a Conscience’, Zakaria dismisses strong evidence that Karl Marx’s pre-
diction is coming true, advocating instead economic “self-regulation” by
Wall Street and Pennsylvania Avenue.” Predicated on a relentless will to
grow without regard for the consequences, capitalism is collapsing from
its own internal contradictions. What we are witnessing in the “global
credit crisis”, “subprime mortgage meltdown’, or “financial regulatory
failure” is in fact the consequence of economic surpluses used to produce
further surpluses, rather than being reinvested in the human, social, and
global system or prompting redistribution of wealth through improved
wages, benefits, and working conditions for the proletariat. The modern-
ization of China has resulted in its transformation into a modified capi-
talist economy that has produced extraordinary surpluses, often cited
as one part of the global economic solution, but also strong evidence of
what is wrong. Propping up bureaucratic Chinese Communism is a capi-
talist economy that has rapidly produced incredible class distinctions in
China and now commands immense surplus wealth that will reconfigure
economies around the globe under the guise of saving these economies
from their own internal problems.

Ruth Wilson Gilmore has argued in Golden Gulag: Prisons, Surplus,
Crisis, and Opposition in Globalizing California (2007) that the prison-
industrial complex in California is just one example of how “criminality”
has been redefined under the pressures from economic surpluses look-
ing for new investment opportunities.® Motivating legislators looking for
economic opportunities for their districts, these surpluses have contrib-
uted to a prison-industrial-legislative complex far more difficult to deci-
pher than the relatively simple accounting tricks of hedge fund managers
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and other manipulators of surplus capital. Like Angela Davis and other
activists committed to prison reform, Gilmore interprets the “carceral ge-
ographies” written on the bodies of inmates in the vast U.S. prison system
to constitute neo-slavery, whose abolition faces economic entanglements
between criminalization and capitalism as profound as those confront-
ing nineteenth-century abolitionists. At what point does the globalizing
of California intersect the Chinese factories, where exploited labor pro-
duces so many of the inexpensive imports to the U.S.?

William D. Cohan’s House of Cards: A Tale of Hubris and Wretched Ex-
cess on Wall Street (2009) clearly analyzes how the investment banking
firm of Bear Stearns could go from one of the most powerful investment
companies in the world to bankruptcy in a matter of weeks.” The surplus-
es with which Bear Stearns “played the market” were never intended to
help the poor, rebuild the infrastructure, or contribute to the U.S. “com-
mon wealth”. In their greatest crisis, the Bear Stearns Board members
worried first about their enormous bonuses, topping 25-35 million dol-
lars annually, then as the investment firm buckled as its reputation failed,
voiced concern for their “loyal employees”. Finally pleading for U.S. gov-
ernment bailouts, they vaguely invoked patriotic commitments to the
U.S. economy. But Bear Stearns’ purpose in the everyday economy of
Wall Street had nothing to do with jobs, wealth, or opportunities “trick-
ling down” to the American people, especially those suffering at the bot-
tom of a rapidly expanding class hierarchy; Bear Stearns worked only for
its own sake, borrowing more and more money at an increasingly rapid
rate for the sake of its balance sheet built on assets that, while substantial
in their own right, increasingly appeared trivial when compared with the
margin and other credit obligations of the firm. In the end, Bear Stearns
was little more than its symbolic capital, which dwarfed its actual cash
and material assets, and this symbolic capital could be sustained only by
a reputation for ever-increasing growth that was unsustainable. Desper-
ately trying to save the firm’s reputation in the final weeks of its existence,
Bear Stearns’ executives seemed blithely unaware of the fact that their
collapse was inevitable, whether sooner or later, according to the theory
of surplus value.

Yet if late-modern capitalism is indeed collapsing, traditional Marxism
is unlikely to reappear as a viable alternative. However vigorously the Left
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has challenged the bailouts and solutions to capitalism sponsored by Sec-
retary of the Treasury Timothy Geithner and the Obama Administration
as superficial efforts to address systemic problems, the Left still has not
offered a socio-economic alternative to late-modern capitalism and its
complement, the “war on terror”. We may be witnessing the revival of the
Keynesian economic policies tested in the most sustained way by Frank-
lin Roosevelt, but Roosevelt’s “New Deal” was not socialism, much less
communism. As intellectuals, we need to remind people of the long his-
tory of efforts at collectivization, including its failures, and of the inher-
ent relationship between collective labor and the basic social contract. At
the same time, we need to revise dramatically the basic Marxian analysis
of class divisions, class conflict, and industrial modernization.

Who today constitutes the “working class”> How is our labor alien-
ated from us, and what are the processes of reification and other forms
of mystification? What role does culture play in these “productive” pro-
cesses of the late-modern or postmodern economy, and how have these
economic practices reconfigured the global economy into a hierarchy of
different national economies producing value in ways unimaginable to
Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels? In many respects, our post-Marxian and
neo-Marxian ideas remain too close to their modern sources.

How shall we do this work of criticizing the Obama Administration for
continuing the imperial legacies of the U.S. state and propping up the rot-
ten capitalist economy? American Studies is traditionally an activist field.
We work for social change and greater justice in classrooms, at confer-
ences, on the streets, on the web, and through the many political organi-
zations to which we contribute. These activities are for most of us not dis-
crete. We encourage our students to get involved in the causes they find
compelling; we work more than most academics for “open classrooms”
that include field work, community involvement, volunteer work, and in-
ternships as part of the course assignments. The meaning of cultural poli-
tics is not to be sought in a particular method but in the intersection of
these activities in progressive politics committed to the demystification
of such separate domains as politics, economics, education, and activism.

Traditional Marxism considered cultural practices to be epiphenom-
enal, part of the super-structural consequences of deeper economic pro-
cesses. But culture is where value is defined and revised or sustained,
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especially in post-industrial societies in which cultural production is
fundamental to their economies. Prevailing cultural values in U.S. culture
make possible salaries for CEOs and celebrities in excess of 100 million
dollars per year, as well as our tolerance of gun violence, pervasive pov-
erty, inadequate health care, high unemployment, racism, sexism, and a
host of other social failures. In this regard, the Myth-and-Symbol schol-
ars were right to focus on cultural narratives that reified the most fantas-
tic social inequities, even if the national myths they studied often spoke
more to U.S. ideals than realities.

Cultural politics also refer to the processes through which the prevail-
ing values of a society are internalized and lived by subjects who identify
with the imagined community fashioned and reproduced by such narra-
tives. Whether we mean the processes of interpellation through which
subjects are managed by ideological state apparatuses, as Louis Althusser
argued, or Slavoj Zizek’s neo-Lacanian notions of internalization in post-
ideological contexts, culture designates the symbolic system through
which we constitute ourselves as subjects.'” There is no “value” without
culture; economic surplus, political power, personal identity, and social
affiliation depend upon their deployment through the symbolic network
we term “culture”. Political critique is thus impossible without interpreta-
tion of this cultural matrix; analysis remains mere commentary on politi-
cal particulars until it has taken into account how political practices rely
on the rhetorical persuasion of culture.

Do such claims grant culture more importance than it deserves? Am I
conflating culture with social, political, and economic forces that in fact
operate according to their own rules and are merely represented in cul-
tural systems? Such questions will always be debated, but my contention
in this book is that at least since the 1960s, political and economic lead-
ers have understood culture to be an essential field of power. Advertising
in both political campaigns and the marketplace involves more than just
winning votes and selling products, but providing the sort of legitimacy
within an imagined community that grants the politician and corpora-
tion identity and authority. Of course without votes or sales, neither the
politician nor the corporation would survive, but cultural circulation
enables the sort of authority that promises re-election or the successful
introduction of new products. Because subjects understand themselves
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primarily through cultural networks, culture can no longer be under-
stood as merely a semiotic fantasy whose illusions can be dispelled but
must be interpreted as fundamental to social, political, and personal rela-
tions. Cultural politics thus designates the interpretation of the cultural
narratives that enable such fictions as the State, the market, the nation,
and citizenship to be accepted as real. What matters in cultural politics is
the articulation of a system of cultural representation that accomplishes a
specific end or purpose, whose “value” may then be judged.

Such interpretations are not exclusively the work of scholars; represen-
tatives of the State, the market, the nation, and citizens offer frequent and
competitive interpretations of this cultural narrative. We refer vaguely
to “popular culture” and “mass media’, sometimes merely to distinguish
their works and forms from “high culture” and its specialized media.
But such distinctions no longer have much relevance, except as vestigial
traces of earlier periods defined by other media, such as print and oral-
ity. Contemporary scholars interpret cultural narratives along with other
interpreters, all of whom compete for audiences. Don DeLillo’s difhicult
novels differ from a performance by the Jonas Brothers; both their im-
plied and actual audiences reflect these differences. But both forms of
cultural representation exist on the same plane of “cultural politics”: in-
terpretations that situate their audiences in relation to an imagined com-
munity, market, and identity. As a medium, the Internet enables a wide
range of different discursive, visual and aural practices, including avant-
garde works targeting small audiences and others intended to reach the
broadest possible market share.

The Cultural Politics of the New American Studies is thus an effort to
comprehend these different interpretations in relation to the field of
American Studies. In the exceptionalist understanding of “America” as
a unique nation, this task would be difficult enough, but today we un-
derstand “American Studies” to encompass the different societies of the
Western Hemisphere, their many different languages, the global intersec-
tions we identify loosely with the “Pacific Rim” and “Atlantic World”, and
the history of Western imperialisms and neo-imperialisms that continue
to shape global realities."" The Cultural Politics of the New American Stud-
ies does not claim to deal with all of these issues and areas, because the
discipline is no longer encyclopedic in its methods or scope. Instead,
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these many fields are understood in terms of their relevant intersections
and historically significant contacts.

The chapters in this book are examples of the interpretations I have de-
fined as “cultural politics”, and they do a variety of activist work I try to
identify in each chapter. The book is divided into two parts. Part I: Cul-
tural Politics deals with issues and topics of immediate activist relevance.
In this part, I ask how our work as scholars qualifies as “cultural politics”,
competing with the other, everyday acts of interpretation that construct
the narratives of state, market, nation and citizen. Edward Said’s dual role
as a public intellectual and a distinguished scholar at a major university
is used to introduce this part to encourage us to think anew about a dis-
tinction between these two social and political functions. Every scholar
is a “public intellectual” in the digital era, but just what does this new
role mean for those of us trained in the specific protocols of traditional
scholarship?

In chapters two and three, I offer two personal examples of efforts to
use scholarship to act in the public sphere in response to political crises:
the First and Second Persian Gulf Wars, respectively. Although done in
the spirit of Said’s activism, my own efforts require a reinterpretation of
Said’s founding concept of “Orientalism” to understand better the trans-
formation of Western Orientalism into the foreign policies of the U.S. as
it justified the Vietnam War and then the First and Second Gulf Wars in
relation to this “Vietnam-Effect”. All three chapters suggest their mutual
concern with the intellectual problem of interpreting U.S. nationalism in
relation to Western imperialism and transnationalism. Chapter four turns
from the activist questions of how we can best protest U.S. neo-imperi-
alism to the more specific academic politics of the “area-studies” model
for studying Latin America, Asia, and other regions. Recalling how the
academic practices of area studies were developed by scholars, private
foundations, and the U.S. state during World War II, I argue that some of
the same issues facing us today in our protests of U.S. participation in for-
eign wars also haunt our academic disciplines. Nation and region-specific
forms of knowledge may contribute, however unwittingly, to our imperial
imaginary. “Cultural politics” thus includes critical accounts of the public
sphere and academic protocols. It is not simply a question of choosing
whether to demonstrate in the streets against war or write about the as-
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sumptions behind nation-specific knowledge, but of doing both in con-
junction with each other.

Part II: Cultural Practices deals with more familiar cultural media: film
and television (chapter S), memoir and literary criticism (chapter 6), mu-
sic (chapter 7), visual culture (chapter 8) and the novel (chapter 9). All
of these media are in themselves instances of “cultural politics”, so my in-
terpretations do not depart from the focus on this topic in Part I. In Part
II, I am also concerned with the conflict between nation-specific knowl-
edge and global concerns, often arguing that the focus on the U.S. nation
in a global era has had two troublesome consequences. In the aftermath
0f9/11, U.S. nationalism has assumed a reactionary political quality that
is curiously linked with an effort to internalize foreign problems. What I
term in several chapters “hyper-nationalism” depends on the effort to im-
port imaginatively foreign conflicts and render them in more manageable
domestic terms: terrorism, religious intolerance, racism, sexism and class
conflict. Many U.S. cultural works attempt to comprehend and imagi-
natively solve international problems by restaging them in U.S. national
contexts. Tacitly such hyper-nationalism reinforces U.S. cultural and po-
litical imperialism by arguing that such domestic negotiations are models
for the eventual and ideal democratization of other nations.

Alternatively, the popularity of an émigré writer’s works in the U.S. is
often motivated by our desire to recognize in such works a desire for U.S.
citizenship and thus a validation of our social and political values. It is
no coincidence that the émigré memoirs and novels of greatest interest
to us come from the very regions where our national values are the most
contested. The colonial subaltern who once reproduced the values of the
imperial power in the colonized country has reappeared in U.S. neo-im-
perialism as a model citizen in the domestic U.S,, testifying to the justice
of contested foreign policies and rehabilitating old U.S. myths. Equally
interesting is how older U.S. cultural narratives are interpreted by immi-
grant writers who have lived and worked both outside and inside the U.S.
The vestigial colonialism in the European and U.S. literature Nafisi reads
as a child in her upper-middle-class family in Tehran becomes a cultural
source of freedom and rebellion in her adult opposition to the theocra-
cy of the Republic of Iran. The flea-markets of Oakland are greeted by
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Khaled Hosseini’s Afghani characters in The Kite Runner as versions of
the stands in the bazaars of Kabul before the rule of the Taliban.

Part I asks how we can criticize those cultural politics so deeply em-
bedded in inherited behaviors, whether those of the immigrant to the
U.S. or the U.S. citizen, whose identifications with a cultural narrative
are crucial for their physical and psychological survival. The usual schol-
arly answers are still important: offer historical contexts and knowledge
about all the communities involved; call attention to national myths and
how they work and clarify cultural, religious and political differences. Yet
there are limits to rational explanations, especially when the cultural nar-
ratives are powerful and venerable. As I suggest in chapter 7, alternative
means must also be considered, including emotional, affective appeals,
such as popular music makes, in order to challenge the emotive bonds
we establish with the nation, market and identity. The nineteenth-cen-
tury abolition of slavery would not have occurred without the power-
ful appeals that fugitive slave narratives, testimonies, and sentimental
romances made to readers without direct experiences of slavery. By the
same token, the mere appeal to feelings did not alone bring about the
Emancipation Proclamation or the other legislation guaranteeing aboli-
tion. The coordination of different practices of cultural politics is thus a
central subject of Part II.

Finally, the medium of this book is itself an important part of the cul-
tural politics of the new American Studies. We are familiar with the ways
late-modern capitalism has invaded all aspects of education. From incen-
tive pay for and performance-related evaluations of teachers to charter
schools and for-profit colleges and universities, education has become a
business like any other in our own time. Extramurally funded research
and criteria for promotion and tenure are closely tied to marketability,
even in fields where the capitalist model makes little sense. Of course,
education is not a business, even if the financial aspects of education are
crucial for its success. Our products are not commodities, but human be-
ings, whatever our specializations. Our success is not measured in test-
scores, job security, or salaries, but in the quality of our students” minds
and psyches. However vainglorious it may be to claim that we are trying
to educate “good citizens”, something of this ideal should guide our ef-
forts, especially for those of us whose teaching and research focuses on
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the arts, humanities and social sciences. What better proof of our teach-
ing and research can there be than the student who uses that knowledge
to shape his or her social, economic, political and cultural experiences?

We should talk back to this corporatizing of the late-modern research
university, in part because we have a better understanding of and greater
access to the structures of academic power than most corporate admin-
istrators. We need, of course, to take the “American University” as an ob-
ject of study in the new American Studies, and there are superb exam-
ples of such work already available from Bill Readings’ The University in
Ruins (1997) to Christopher Newfield’s Ivy and University: Business and
the Making of the American University, 1880-1980 (2003) and Unmaking
the Public University: The Forty Year Assault on the Middle Class (Harvard
UP, 2008), work Newfield has acted upon by serving on the University of
California’s Budget and Planning Committee.”” Readings and Newfield
emphasize how the real problem in the late-modern university is not ten-
ured radicals “politicizing” classrooms, but capitalism turning the univer-
sity into a factory to produce new products and workers.

Politicized knowledge is far less dangerous than capitalized knowledge.
Political positions and ideas can be debated and rejected, which is what
occurs in most educational contexts. Irrational biases on the part of stu-
dents and faculty can be evaluated negatively and when necessary pro-
tested as unjust, especially when our understanding of diverse political
issues is crucial to historical, social, political and cultural education. Eco-
nomic interests in education, excluding the study of Economics as a disci-
pline, operate normally apart from pedagogy. Even the research that de-
pends crucially upon funding is often separated from specific economic
interests, even when the research is serving such ends. It is the invisibility
of economic influence on teaching and scholarship that makes its power
so insidious. While insisting upon the importance of “free inquiry” in
both the classroom and laboratory, no college or university administrator
would deny the necessity of extramural funding from government and
private sources to assure fiscal stability.

Everyone knows that these funding sources regulate formally the ways
we can use the funds and the kinds of projects that are supported. As
long as we are paid salaries and benefits, we will be part of the econom-
ics of the contemporary university, but we can in fact work to resist the
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growing capitalization of knowledge and the economic valuation of such
knowledge. One way to begin such work is to change the way we com-
municate our research to each other and the broader world. The time has
come for us to abandon the vestigial elements of capitalism that govern
the dissemination of our research and to make it accessible to everyone
in the most affordable ways. The Cultural Politics of the New American
Studies follows the model developed by Gary Hall in Digitize This Book!
The Politics of New Media or Why We Need Open Access Now (2008), pub-
lished in Kate Hayles’ and Mark Poster’s “Electronic Mediations” series
by the University of Minnesota Press."

I will not repeat here Hall’s persuasive arguments, which are both the-
oretically sophisticated and practical responses to the crisis in scholarly
publishing. My own volume is simply one contribution to Hall’s larger
project of “open access”, but it is worth spelling out a few of the implica-
tions of this method of sharing knowledge in relation to the arguments of
The Cultural Politics of the New American Studies. First, the publication of
this book in digital format and its free availability to anyone who wishes
to download it are acts of “cultural politics” As a political act, digital pub-
lication of a scholarly book seems a mere token gesture, hardly compa-
rable to more serious activism. But the purpose of “open access” is not
intended to compete with other acts of political activism, but merely to
include the free dissemination of scholarly knowledge as one part of the
work for greater social justice.

Will publishing the book on the Internet end global warfare, racism, or
class inequities, or will it be accessible to the millions of people without
any Internet access, computer hardware, or digital education? Of course
not. But “open access” to scholarly knowledge has some immediate con-
sequences worth considering. By refusing a market-based model for the
success of our work, scholars can emphasize its intellectual purposes and
make it available to a much larger potential audience. Will this potential
audience have an impact on the sort of scholarship we produce? One of
my purposes in this book is to suggest a much closer relationship between
“high”, “popular”, and “mass” cultural work. These distinctions have been
maintained largely by scholars, who have often placed the greatest value
on “high” cultural work. The availability of our work to audiences out-
side strictly academic circles might change this hierarchy or at the very
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least prompt scholars to provide better justifications for their attention to
high, popular, or mass cultural materials.

This book is also not a book. The chapters are revised essays, all of
them published in journals, books and newspapers. In fact, this method
of producing scholarly books in the humanities and social sciences is
quite common. Few scholars have the luxury to write from start to fin-
ish a new book, despite the high value these fields place on the scholarly
book. In most research universities and many liberal arts colleges, an As-
sistant Professor will not be promoted and tenured without a scholarly
book, an Associate Professor not promoted without two or more schol-
arly books. Yet few scholars read new books from start to finish, unless we
are reviewing the book in a journal. We surf other scholarly books, read
chapters for class preparation or to write our own work, assemble parts
of books with other essays for classroom readers, and in countless other
ways “use” them.

Will you read this book from cover to cover, or will you download por-
tions, speed-read others, ignore still more? How you use this book is up
to your particular interests. I offer a sustained argument, offer several
examples and thus demonstrate my ability to represent the sort of intel-
lectual authority that justifies my work as a scholar-teacher. If we believe
that our younger colleagues should still be asked to do such work of sus-
tained argument and demonstrate their ability to disseminate that work
in the seven years usually allowed for a tenure and promotion decision,
then we should provide them with the means of sharing this work that are
not tied exclusively to market conditions. Should “supply-and-demand”
economics determine the fate of a Medievalist who has spent a decade
earning a Ph.D. and has new work to share with well-trained specialists in
his/ her field? Such scholarly communication will expose us even more
than we are today to the Campus Watches of the world, as well as to those
readers who take perverse satisfaction in our specialized, indecipherable
prose. But it will also mobilize our scholarship in ways that will make it
more responsive to the crises that every day demand our analytical and
interpretive talents.

For Open Humanities Press and its equivalents to succeed, we will
have to change the local academic protocols regarding the value of schol-
arship. What indeed is the difference between a refereed electronic book
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and a hardcopy or paperback book? Why must younger scholars compete
in the marketplace of university or trade publishing to prove the value of
their ideas? I want to suggest that we declare our scholarship free, distinct
from corporate capitalism’s valuation of everything, including intellec-
tual property, and insist not just that you “steal this book!”—that worthy
slogan of the 1960s—but that you use this book! Perhaps when prices for
university press books drop from their now unaffordable heights to free
downloads, we might read more of each others” work.

We might also find that our work participates more quickly and broad-
ly in the new political and social movements facilitated by new technolo-
gies. Some will argue reasonably that we ought to remain apart from the
political ferment of the present, offering the distance and perspective of
careful deliberation, scholarly rigor, and documented evidence. But we
have witnessed in the past how readily such scholarly distance has pro-
duced excess caution, in some cases ideological collaboration, that has
contributed to the very terrors we had hoped knowledge would help us
and our students overcome.

Cultural politics resulting in progressive social changes is the result of
many different kinds of activities: traditional protest in the streets, social
and political organization through the Internet, op-ed journalism, tradi-
tional scholarship in established journals and books, quickly deployed
electronic scholarship in zines and new digital presses, popular music,
film and television, visual and plastic arts and museum exhibitions. Rath-
er than venerating those rare public intellectuals, like Edward Said, who
have spoken the truth to power, every scholar should aspire to be a public
intellectual, connecting his or her scholarship to the domestic and for-
eign policies that shape our lives every day. At the same time, scholars
must be vigilant regarding the cultural politics employed to discourage
progressive change, especially when it only pretends to advocate social
equality and justice. The sites of power are no longer obvious; scholars
can help map them and enable us all to challenge their authority.
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CHAPTER 1
Edward Said and American Studies

How did exile become converted from a challenge
or a risk, or even from an active impingement on
[Auerbach’s] selfhood, into a positive mission, whose
success would be a cultural act of great importance?
— Edward Said, The World, the Text, and the Critic (1983)

I first met Edward Said in 1976, when he came to the University of Cali-
fornia, Irvine for what turned out to be one of many visits over the next
twenty-five years. He was invited to Irvine primarily as a Critical Theorist,
first by the School of Criticism and Theory, founded by Murray Krieger,
and later by the Critical Theory Institute, a research group organized at
Irvine in the early 1980s, for several occasional lectures, mini-seminars,
and the1989 Wellek Library Lectures. Several of the faculty members in
the Critical Theory Institute, such as Alexander Gelley, Gabriele Schwab,
J. Hillis Miller, and Wolfgang Iser were also in Comparative Literature,
so Said’s lectures and seminars usually drew a good proportion of Criti-
cal Theorists and Comparatists. Of course, Comparative Literature and
Critical Theory were closely related at Irvine between 1975 and 2005,
which may have been one of the many reasons we felt such close ties with
Edward Said’s work.

When Said delivered his Wellek Library Lectures on May 9, 10, and
11, 1989, he was Parr Professor of English and Comparative Literature at
Columbia University, a fact lost on many people who viewed him primar-
ily as a Comparatist and Critical Theorist.'* Said’s 1964 doctoral disserta-
tion at Harvard was on “The Letters and Short Fiction of Joseph Conrad,”
and his subsequent writings include numerous essays and book chapters
on major figures in nineteenth and twentieth-century English literature."s
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Shakespeare, Milton, Defoe, Swift, Samuel Johnson, Sterne, Fielding,
Blake, Austen, Wordsworth, Keats, Coleridge, George Eliot, Dickens,
Gissing, Arnold, Hopkins, Hardy, Wilde, Shaw, Yeats, Conrad, Ford Ma-
dox Ford, Kipling, Joyce, T. E. Lawrence, and Orwell appear frequently in
his books and essays. Even this partial list indicates both Said’s thorough
education in the elite literary culture of the modern Anglo-American
university, often identified loosely with F. R. Leavis’s The Great Tradition
(1948), and the social criticism of an aesthetic ideology he drew from
Swift, Sterne, Dickens, Gissing, Wilde, Shaw, and Conrad.

Yet when considered in terms of his contributions to American Stud-
ies and American literary study, Edward Said does not appear to figure
centrally in fields secondary to his formal education in English and his
increasing focus on non-European cultures, especially those constituting
the Arab world, from Orientalism (1978) to the end of his career. Said
refers frequently to T. S. Eliot and Henry James, especially in the early
work Beginnings: Intention and Method (1975), but he treats both authors
in keeping with their post-World War II incorporation into the English
tradition.'® Of the relatively few U.S. literary authors Said treats at any
length, he quickly focuses on their scholarly reputations as representative
Americans in order to link such exceptionalism with “the American quest
for world sovereignty” (R, 364). His witty review of Ernest Hemingway’s
posthumously published The Dangerous Summer (1985)—Hemingway’s
return to the bullfighting culture he treated expertly in Death in the After-
noon (1932)—begins by invoking the platitude that “American writing”
is distinguished by its “how-to-ism,” only to conclude that “the great
problem of American writing” is that “the shock of recognition derived
from knowledge and converted into how-to-ism can only occur once
[...]. The second time around, it is dragged into the market” and com-
mercialized."” Said is referring explicitly to the inferiority of The Danger-
ous Summer to the earlier Death in the Afternoon, but he is also arguing
that the distinctiveness of Hemingway’s identity is more an effect of the
market than of his ineffable representation of American masculinity.

In his “Introduction” to the 1991 Vintage paperback of Moby-Dick,
Said also focuses on American exceptionalism, agreeing with “Leon
Howard, Newton Arvin, and Michael Paul Rogin” that “the irreducibly
American quality of his life and work” (R, 358) distinguishes Melville’s
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reputation and confirms the scholarly cliché that Moby-Dick is “the great-
est and most eccentric work of literary art produced in the United States”
(R, 356). Having paid homage to the Americanists, Said stresses Moby-
Dick’s “Euripidean” plot and “connections to Homer, Dante, Bunyan,
Cervantes, Goethe, Smollett,” proceeding to an extended comparison
of Melville and Conrad (R, 356, 358-359). Putting Melville in the com-
parative contexts of Europe and America, Said can then problematize the
exceptionalist model of American literature by claiming: “I suppose it is
true to say that only an American could have written Moby-Dick, if we
mean by that only an author as prodigiously endowed as Melville could
also have been, as an American, so obsessed with the range of human
possibility” (R, 358). Said’s rhetorical qualifications cause the reader to
hesitate as well, so that the fiction of Melville’s “Americanness” is effec-
tively replaced by what Said concludes are the inherently transnational
qualities of Moby-Dick: “The tremendous energies of this magnificent
story of hunting the White Whale spill over national, aesthetic, and his-
torical boundaries with massive force” (R, 358).

Another good example of how Said deconstructs American excep-
tionalism is his interpretation of R. P. Blackmur. Said views Blackmur’s
focus on “consciousness” in Henry James as symptomatic of Blackmur’s
own struggle to legitimate his authority “as a teacher, critic, and cultural
force at Princeton right after World War Two” (R, 261), especially in an
anti-intellectual and anti-aesthetic society that “obligates the artist” to re-
alize imaginatively the whole cultural fabric “no longer carried by social
institutions” (R, 260). Said also argues that the Jamesian sensibility or
fine conscience that so appealed to Blackmur was part of that civilized
heritage the American had to take up in the postwar period as part of a
vaguely defined “American responsibility for the world after the disman-
tling of the old imperial structures” (R, 261). Said can thus identify “the
imperialism latent in [Blackmur’s] sense of the American creation of a
new consciousness” while brilliantly diagnosing Blackmur’s skepticism
as a reaction to this new version of the white man’s (call it the Ameri-
can’s) burden: “All [Blackmur’s] portraits of intellectuals and artists in the
world are either morose, severely judgmental, or downright pessimistic:
his lifelong fascination with Henry Adams is the strongest case in point”
(R,261-262)."8
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Taken by themselves, Said’s writings on American authors and critics
do not constitute a major contribution to American Studies, but weav-
ing through even his earliest references to the U.S. is his central concern
with the rise of the American Empire. Said’s definition and criticism of
U.S. imperialism developed throughout his career, and there are notable
omissions and oddities in the ways he interprets the rise of the U.S. global
hegemony. Orientalism is the work most frequently cited as a model for
new American Studies committed to the critical study of the U.S. as an
imperial power, but Said’s classic work relatively backgrounds the com-
plex nineteenth-century history of U.S. political, economic, and cultural
involvements in the South Pacific, Japan, China, Africa, and the Arab
world. Said’s most sustained discussion of this history occurs in the fi-
nal chapter, “Orientalism Now”, where he emphasizes how “during the
nineteenth century the United States was concerned with the Orient in
ways that prepared for its later, overtly imperial concern” and proceeds
to a brief discussion of “the founding of the American Oriental Society
in 1842”" Said’s criticism of imperialism in Orientalism focuses on the
great European imperial powers of the eighteenth and nineteenth centu-
ries—England, France, Spain, and Portugal—to understand in part the
historical legacies and foreign policies taken over by the United States in
the twentieth century. Said often characterized Orientalism as part of his
own anti-war response to U.S. involvement in Vietnam, including his en-
dorsement of Noam Chomsky’s critique of the “instrumental connection
between the Vietnam War and the notion of objective scholarship as it
was applied to cover state-sponsored military research” (O, 11).° Never-
theless, the general argument of Orientalism stresses U.S. imperialism as
a twentieth-century development, despite the substantial, even defining
scholarship in American Studies of the late 1960s and early 1970s that
studied the “internal colonialism” of slavery, Native American genocide,
Manifest Destiny, and sustained conflicts with other colonial powers in
North America such as Spain, France, Great Britain and Mexico.

Fifteen years after Orientalism, Said refers in Culture and Imperial-
ism (1993) to an “imperial motif” that rivals “the European one” in
nineteenth-century America and how such U.S. imperialism has been
“memorably studied by Richard Slotkin, Patricia Limerick, and Michael
Paul Rogin”?' American Studies scholars could add many names to Said’s
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1993 list, including Ronald Takaki, Richard Drinnon, Robert Berkhofer,
Reginald Horsman, and Annette Kolodny, but it is fair to conclude that
Culture and Imperialism takes more seriously than Orientalism the study
of how U.S. racial, gender, ethnic, and regional categories legitimated tra-
ditional imperialism. It might also be the case that Said’s relative neglect
in Orientalism of nineteenth-century U.S. imperialism, including the sub-
stantial scholarship done on the U.S. as an “internal colonizer”, may have
provided motivation for new scholarship in American Studies that since
1993 has focused increasingly on the relationship between internal and
external modes of territorial expansion, economic exploitation, popula-
tion control and cultural legitimation. Amy Kaplan acknowledges just
this sort of indirect influence in the opening chapter of The Anarchy of
Empire in United States Culture (2002): “I am indebted to Edward Said’s
Culture and Imperialism [ ... ] which powerfully shows how the treasures
of high culture in Europe bear the traces of their foundation in a remote
geography of imperial violence”*

Culture and Imperialism certainly pays much greater attention to U.S.
imperialism (and American Studies scholarship on this subject) than
Orientalism, but Said’s identification of the U.S. with neo-imperialism in
the aftermath of decolonization is consistent in both works. “Freedom
from Domination in the Future” is the final chapter of Culture and Impe-
rialism, and it begins with “American Ascendancy: The Public Space at
War”, which deals primarily with U.S. global hegemony as it took shape
in the post-World War II period (CI, 283-303). To be sure, Said makes
references to earlier instances of U.S. imperialism, including the territo-
rial expansion of Manifest Destiny and “offshore experiences [ ... ] from
the North African coast to the Philippines, China, Hawaii, and [ ... ] the
Caribbean and Central America” (289), as well as to “anti-imperialists
like Mark Twain, William James, and Randolph Bourne” (287). But the
explicitly utopian project of political reform Said proposes in his final
chapter is set firmly in contrast to “the depressing truth” that cultural
anti-imperialism “has not been effective” from the Spanish-American
and Philippine-American Wars to Desert Storm, the military action that
haunts the final pages of Culture and Imperialism with Said’s awareness
that: “Such views as opposed the United States attack on Iraq did nothing
at all to stop, postpone, or lessen its horrendous force” (287).
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Even Said’s brief “A Note on Modernism” in Culture and Imperialism
follows his periodization of traditional imperialism with primarily the
British and French (and to a lesser extent imperial powers of Spain and
Portugal who are in “decline” in the nineteenth century) and neo-impe-
rialism with the U.S. (CI, 186-190). His version of cultural modernism
does not go very far beyond the Anglo-Irish-Franco version he considers
at greater length in Beginnings. Conrad, Forster, Joyce, Woolf, T. E. Law-
rence, Malraux, Proust, Picasso, T. S. Eliot, Pound, and Thomas Mann (a
nod to German colonialism) are Said’s representatives of the cosmopoli-
tan modernism that ambivalently represented non-European cultures
either in conjunction with or as contesting the European will to global
power (188-189). In these contexts, T. S. Eliot and Pound figure for Said
less as “American” writers than as major figures in such cosmopolitanism,
an assumption reinforced by their own carefully cultivated expatriate
identities as British and Italian, respectively.

Edward Said is often named as the “founder” of Postcolonial Studies,
a claim that has troubled me even as I acknowledge Said’s great impor-
tance in advancing Postcolonial Studies as a diverse set of methodolo-
gies and overlapping, sometimes contentious, studies of different areas
and groups, especially in the non-European and non-U.S. “peripheries”
where the majority of the world’s population lives and in many cases
barely survives. In recent years and certainly influenced in part by Said’s
work, Postcolonial Studies has become a central methodology and topic
of debate within the changing field of American Studies. Beginning with
Lawrence Buell’s “Are We Post-American Studies?” (1996) and includ-
ing the essays in C. Richard King’s Postcolonial America (2000) and in my
Post-Nationalist American Studies (2000), discussions of how American
and Postcolonial Studies can be related have been among the most lively
and contentious in the academy.”® In The New American Studies (2002), 1
offer my own analyses and solutions to these problems, because I believe
that the future of both fields are crucially related and that mistaken ef-
forts to struggle with each other for institutional power and space may
have unexpectedly negative consequences for both fields.>*

Said’s ambivalent relationship to the history of Postcolonial Stud-
ies is instructive for those scholars interested in articulating a closer re-
lationship between American Studies and Postcolonial Studies. One of
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the most important sources for Postcolonial Studies is the work done
by South Asian scholars in groups like the Subaltern Studies Group of
Historians, which has close affiliations with politically activist groups, in-
cluding Marxist and feminist organizations. Culture and Imperialism cites
the work of some Postcolonial Studies scholars, but Said pays scant atten-
tion to feminism and repeats his traditional distrust of Marxist politics.
Orientalism is predicated on the European “feminization” of the “Orient’,
as well as the projection of European homophobia onto the “exotic East”,
but throughout his career Said acknowledges feminism more gesturally
than substantially, rarely mentions gay studies and queer theories, and
registers frequently his commitments to Marxian theories but his distrust
of Marxian practice. As early as 1982, Gayatri Spivak challenged Said to
take more seriously both feminism and post- or neo-Marxian theories by
contending that Said’s “calls for a criticism that would account for ‘quo-
tidian politics and the struggle for power” must be supplemented by
“feminist hermeneutics”, which already “articulate the relationship be-
tween phallocracy and capital, as well as that between phallocracy and
the organized Left” In The World, the Text, and the Critic (1983), Said
could admire Marx’s The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte as “bril-
liant and [ ... ] compelling” while distancing himself from “Marxism” as
just another label that inhibits the freedom of “critical consciousness”*
My uneasiness with the identification of Said as the origin of Postco-
lonial Studies stems in part from Said’s own cultivation of his role as a
Gramscian “organic intellectual’, whose critical function Said identified
in the early 1980s as operating “in that potential space inside civil soci-
ety, acting on behalf of those alternative acts and alternative intentions
whose advancement is a fundamental human and intellectual obligation”
(WTC, 30). In my view, Said grafted Gramsci’s organic intellectual with
the modernist “cosmopolitan” in an effort to salvage an independent, of-
ten elite, metropolitan “critical consciousness” that became increasingly
untenable in the light of poststructuralist critiques of the subject, post-
colonial calls for collaborative multidisciplinary scholarship and political
coalitions, and cultural studies’ criticisms of the aesthetic ideology and its
cult of “genius”. In 1997, Said criticized Postcolonialism for “the realiza-
tion of militant nationalism and of nation-states in which dictators [ ... ]
speak the language of self-determination and liberation”. Under these
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circumstances, Said prefers the alternative “of the intellectual whose vo-
cation is to speak the truth to power, to reject the official discourse of
orthodoxy and authority, and to exist through irony and skepticism, [ ... ]
trying to articulate the silent testimony of lived suffering and stifled expe-
rience” (R, 526).

Said always stresses how his own transnational experiences help him
shape an identity strategically “out of place”, to borrow from the title
of his autobiography, and thus capable of a “worldly” perspective often
unavailable to intellectuals rooted in specific national or other social lo-
cations. In the concluding paragraph of Out of Place, Said turns such an
outlook into an ontological category: “I occasionally experience myself
as a cluster of flowing currents. I prefer this to the idea of a solid self, the
identity to which so many attach so much significance. These currents
[ ...] are ‘off” and may be out of place, but at least they are always in mo-
tion, in time, in place, in the form of all kinds of strange combinations
[...]. A form of freedom, I'd like to think, even if I am far from being to-
tally convinced that it is”*” Said often found such worldliness in the best
literature, comparative scholarship, and in strong predecessors, notably
Erich Auerbach, but in ways that sometimes threatened to gloss over the
very different historical, cultural, and sociopolitical circumstances in-
volved (WTC, 5-9).% Said never explicitly connected this cosmopolitan-
ism with Americanness or even with modernism, but it has very strong
roots both in the myth of American selthood criticized effectively by the
American myth critics and in American expatriates’ careful cultivation of
their “otherness” abroad.

Many of Said’s models for such cosmopolitanism were friends and col-
leagues at Columbia identified with the New York intellectuals.” Said’s
collection of essays, Reflections on Exile and Other Essays, is dedicated “To
the memory of F. W. Dupee” and opens with a testament to their friend-
ship, especially Dupee’s “radical and open spirit” and his encouragement
of Said’s “interest in the new styles of French theorizing, in experimental
fiction and poetry” (R, xiii). Although he acknowledges his “great affec-
tion for Trilling as an older colleague and friend”, Said clearly includes
Lionel Trilling with those New York intellectuals “among whose worst
features were | ... | a tiresome narcissism and a fatal propensity to self-im-
portant, rightward-tending shifts”, as well as an “Anglophilia so endemic
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to the New York intellectual style” (xiii).*® In contrast, Said represents
Dupee as a left intellectual, committed to the “radical, anti-authoritarian
politics of his early Trotskyist years”, even though Dupee’s scholarship
and teaching in the years Said knew him certainly followed the high-cul-
tural model of many other New York intellectuals (xiii). As a scholar, Du-
pee is certainly best remembered for his 1951 contribution to the “Amer-
ican Men of Letters” series, Henry James: His Life and Writings, which
played a major part in the post-World War II revival of Henry James as
central in the American literary tradition.’’ Nevertheless, it is “Fred Du-
pee who after 1967, when the great Arab debacle occurred, supported me
in my lonely fight on behalf of the Palestinian cause”, and “Dupee and his
wife Andy were the only friends from my academic New York life ever
actually to pay me a visit in Beirut, at that time (fall 1972) the center of
revolutionary politics in the Middle East” (xiii).

Said’s testament to his friendship with the Dupees is unquestionably
personal and sincere, but it is also a means for Said to acknowledge his
affiliation with the New York intellectuals while distancing himself from
their Eurocentric cultural interests and conservative politics. The same
conclusion might be drawn more broadly with respect to Said’s frequent
praise for New York City as “today [ ... ] what Paris was a hundred years
ago, the capital of our time”, due largely to “its eccentricity and the pecu-
liar mix of its attributes”, especially as it contributes to his own sense of
being “out of place” (R, xi). Remarkably, Said’s admiration of Fred Dupee
and his love of New York follow the logic of filiation and affiliation he
analyzed so brilliantly in “Secular Criticism”: “If a filial relationship was
held together by natural bonds and natural forms of authority—involving
obedience, fear, love, respect, and instinctual conflict—the new affilia-
tive relationship changes these bonds into what seem to be transpersonal
forms—such as guild consciousness, consensus, collegiality, professional
respect, class, and the hegemony of the dominant culture” (WTC, 20).

I have focused thus far on how Edward Said ambivalently worked
within the EuroAmerican worlds of culture, history, and higher educa-
tion he so effectively criticized in his major writings. Succeeding within
those systems was, of course, crucial for his critical consciousness, and
his role as a public intellectual cannot be understood without analyzing
his affiliations with the EuroAmerican modernists, the New York intel-
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lectuals, myths of the “American Adam,” and the “traveling theory” that
found such a welcome in the U.S. academy of the 1970s and 1980s. Much
of Said’s “critical consciousness” was thus deeply “American’, just as he
was himself not only a sometime scholar of American literature and cul-
ture but personally, existentially, and legally American. Indeed, his celeb-
rity was also curiously and sometimes troublingly American, insofar as
the international community of scholars both loved and reviled him for
his ability to operate successfully within the specialized discourses of the
university and still respond in several different mass and popular media.
Said exemplified the ways the Enlightenment’s cult of genius changed
into one of celebrity in the postmodern era, and along the way how this
transformation became closely identified with the American commer-
cialism Said satirizes so eloquently in his essay on Hemingway, “How
Not to Get Gored” (R, 238).

Scholars admired or condemned Said precisely because he was ex-
pected to assume the responsibilities of communicating our knowledge
to the general public and of translating intellectual debates into public,
even foreign, policies. Edward Said did this work brilliantly, but he also
became the academy’s sacrificial figure, far too charismatic in our imagi-
nations for us ever to match his accomplishments and far too dangerous
in his political actions for us to emulate. W. J. T. Mitchell points out in
“Remembering Edward Said” that “Edward’s public appearances were
plagued by death threats that he dismissed (along with his cancer) as an
annoying distraction, and (even worse) by questioners who wanted to
lure him into anti-Semitic comments, or to characterize his criticisms of
Israel as expressions of anti-Semitism”* Said was unquestionably coura-
geous in the ways he responded to public, often dangerous, criticism and
in the positive ways he responded to his Leukemia, but we also fitted to
him the mask of mythic heroism in part to avoid our own responsibili-
ties as intellectuals to carry our knowledge to a wider audience and to
endure the eccentric responses such wisdom so often provokes. There
are, of course, many other public intellectuals who have achieved their
reputations in part as consequences of their distinguished scholarship,
yet few achieved the sort of celebrity that in the case of Edward Said was
a distinctively American version of sacrificial success.
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The dangers of this cult of academic celebrity are underscored by the
continuing debates regarding academic freedom and legislative efforts to
limit such freedom, often on the grounds that “politics” do not “belong”
in the classroom. The recent legislation in Arizona directed at undocu-
mented workers included a bill banning Chicano/a Studies in the Tuc-
son public schools on the grounds of its “anti-Americanism”. In 2003-
2004, there was considerable debate in Congress over H.R. 3077, the
resolution popularly known as Congress’s effort to “regulate postcolonial
studies”*® Passed by the House of Representatives on October 24, 2003,
H. R. 3077 languished in a Senate subcommittee before quietly dying
in 2004. The bill grew in part out of efforts by Martin Kramer’s Middle
East Forum and Daniel Pipe’s Campus Watch to repress what these neo-
conservatives consider the politicizing of knowledge by area studies and
Postcolonial Studies. The Congressional hearings were viewed by many
intellectuals as a new stage in the federal government’s censorship under
the guise of “national security”. Named several times as the “founder of
Postcolonial Studies” in Stanley Kurtz’s report to the Subcommittee, Ed-
ward Said and Orientalism are central examples of what Kurtz terms the
“anti-Americanism” now taught in U.S. universities. Kurtz, a “well known
partisan from the Hoover Institute and National Review”, recommends
U.S. government regulation of “the Title VI funds given over to universi-
ties of the study of the rest of the world” (Prashad). The ease with which
Kurtz incorrectly identifies Said as the “founder” of Postcolonial Stud-
ies and suggests thereby a conspiracy controlled by a single intellectual is
what troubles me. New government interference in intellectual life has al-
ready resulted from the Bush Administration’s appeals for “anti-terrorist”
and new “Homeland Security”, with or without scapegoats like Edward
Said, but the ability of uninformed neo-conservatives to mount success-
ful attacks of this sort hinge on their rhetoric of paranoia and conspiracy.
How much better might it have been for Postcolonial and Area Studies
had Kurtz been unable to single out the “perpetrators”, because so many
scholars had shared openly these paradigms of knowledge? In short,
what would have happened if we had all said: “Yes, we are all Postcolo-
nial scholars”?

Said’s fame is based less on his arguments in such major academic
books as Beginnings, Orientalism, and Culture and Imperialism, few of
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which have been read by Said’s most vituperative public critics, than on
his advocacy of the politics of self-determination and cultural represen-
tation by the peoples of the Arab world. Within this world, there are of
course Said’s own Egyptian, Palestinian, and Lebanese filiations; he has
argued vigorously on behalf of the Palestinians’ rights to their own home-
land and accompanying economic, political, and cultural autonomy. In
this respect, he has criticized consistently and coherently U.S. foreign
policies that have unilaterally supported Israeli imperialism toward the
Palestinian people, especially evident in the conduct of the Israeli gov-
ernment and its military in the current crisis. One of the consequences
of the internationalizing of American Studies as a discipline is that we
must take responsibility for the conduct of the U.S. outside its borders,
and Said’s advocacy of Palestinian rights generally includes his criticism
of U.S. governmental policies, media representations of Palestinians pri-
marily as “terrorists”, and Orientalist scholarship that have contributed to
the current undeclared war between Israel and Palestine.*

Said’s extensive scholarship and journalism on the politics and cul-
tures of the Arab world reach back to the beginnings of his career with
the publication in 1970 of “The Palestinian Experience” and “A Palestin-
ian Voice”* Assessing Said’s work in Middle Eastern Studies and political
journalism over thirty-three years will take the research skills and back-
ground knowledge of scholars with qualifications in those fields, but even
before such work is done American Studies scholars can learn much from
Said’s comparative studies of the U.S., Arab, and Israeli political and cul-
tural contexts. In 1979, he wrote prophetically: “I do not recall a period
in recent Arab history when there has been so widespread, so sustained,
and so anguished an interest in the United States. Beneath all this interest
there is of course the undisputed fact that America and American inter-
ests touch Arab lives with an intrusive immediacy”** A common criticism
of the broadening of American Studies to include both the work of inter-
national scholars and considerations of the U.S. as a global power is that
we cannot cover “everything” in our curricula and scholarly projects. Yet
the assumption that the study of the U.S. in its connections with other
nations, peoples and regions must somehow be done by each individual
scholar or exclusively organized by American Studies programs and cur-



Edward Said and American Studies 43

ricula is refuted by the work of many scholars responding to Said’s provo-
cations for a new understanding of our relations with the Arab world.

In the post-nationalist era we have already entered, characterized as
much by neo-nationalist struggles as it is by a dizzying array of transna-
tional dangers and hopes, the comparatism Edward Said exemplified in
his public persona and his distinguished career should be the work of
many different scholars, coming from many, increasingly overlapping dis-
ciplines such as American Studies, Middle Eastern Studies, Comparative
Religions, History, Comparative Literature, Philosophy, Political Science,
Anthropology, and Foreign Language departments. Their work ought to
be diverse and contentious, but the goal should be certain intellectual co-
alitions essential for a new liberal education global in scope. Another goal
should be the development of public policies that might confirm or chal-
lenge the knowledge of government sponsored experts on all sides. In
short, we might work toward these difficult but imaginable collaborative
ends as a way of replacing the singular celebrity of Edward Said with the
more collective and diverse voices of professional intellectuals willing to
take greater responsibility for the world in which they live. If we continue
to work in the directions already suggested by Said’s work and in the rich
scholarship of Postcolonial Studies, Cultural Studies, and the new Ameri-
can Studies, we will remember Edward W. Said in the best way possible:
as the teacher who encouraged us to go beyond his work.

In this spirit, I turn now to the development of an “American Orien-
talism” Said may have anticipated but did not live to witness in its cur-
rent state, particularly manifest in the troubling Islamophobia evident in
certain areas of contemporary U.S. society. The recent debates about the
construction of an Islamic Center two blocks from “ground zero” in Man-
hattan, recently entangled with plans by a small-town preacher in Central
Florida to burn Korans on 9/11 in protest against Islamic terrorists, are
troubling examples of how polarized the U.S. and the Islamic world have
become. My purpose is to suggest that Edward Said’s contributions to
American Studies are more than merely disciplinary and certainly more
important than what he might have occasionally said about Henry James,
Ernest Hemingway, and T. S. Eliot. Said’s legacy for the new American
Studies and its cultural politics must be understood as his elaboration of
key ideas for our understanding of the U.S. as a global power deeply in-
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volved in the politics of the Middle East. By the same token, Said should
not be treated as an omniscient prophet; American Orientalism is not
merely an extension and elaboration of the European version Said inter-
preted so well in Orientalism and other scholarly and journalistic works.
When Said died on September 25, 2003, the Second Gulf War had been
officially declared over and our military “mission accomplished” in Presi-
dent George W. Bush’s infamous speech on May 1, 2003, even though
the U.S. military occupation of Iraq would last another seven years. Said
certainly recognized Bush’s military bravura and our unjustified invasion
in the search for elusive “weapons of mass destruction” as the causes of
the civil war that would break out in Iraq and the breakdown of civil so-
ciety that would cause hundreds of thousands of Iragis to die in sectarian
violence and millions to flee the country. For Said, it was a familiar story
in the history of Western imperialism in the region.

Said did predict how traditional U.S. imperialism would metamorpho-
se into neo-imperialism from the First Gulf War to the Bush Adminis-
tration’s postulation of a “Great Middle East”, balanced and secured by
our disastrous invasion and occupation of Iraq in the Second Gulf War.
This “new Orient” follows historically the paths of European colonialism
in the Middle East, especially in the build-up and aftermath of colonial
struggles in North Africa and the Middle East surrounding the construc-
tion of the Suez Canal, which opened in 1869, the balance-of-power
European and Ottoman Empire politics negotiated in the region in the
World War I era, and the first major foreign exploitation of Middle East-
ern oil resources in the 1920s. Gun-boat diplomacy, spheres of political
influence, such as the British Mandate in Palestine, commercial oppor-
tunism of first world nations disguised by the rhetoric of modern “devel-
opment” and “free-trade” capitalism such as Standard Oil and British Pe-
troleum relied upon, have merely been extended by the U.S. over the past
two decades in typically “Orientalist” ways.

Said also understood how this imperial legacy shaped the current stale-
mate between the state of Israel and Palestine, as well as such immedi-
ate neighbors as Egypt, Lebanon, Jordan and Syria—a political stalemate
virtually guaranteed by the territorial fractures that have made distinct
national sovereignties in the region impossible to define, much less main-
tain. “Imperialism is finally about land,” Said writes in Culture and Impe-
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rialism, insisting upon an imperial bed-rock we are warned never to for-
get (CI, xii-xiii). A mere glance at a map of the distribution of Israeli and
Arab communities in Israel and Palestine’s divided territories makes clear
how impossible any simple division of the region into Israel and Palestine
would be, reminding us perhaps why Palestinian politicians in 1948 re-
jected the apparently common-sense solution of “partitioning” two dis-
tinct nations. Whatever successful solution is achieved will involve new
conceptions of “national borders”, changing notions of the self-contain-
ment and territorial autonomy of the nation-state.

But there are limits to the mere extension of the traditional imperialist
model to the neo-imperialism of the contemporary U.S., which certainly
dates from the Vietnam War (1965-1975). Said’s insistence upon the ir-
reducible “reality” of land as the object of imperialism’s desire may also
mark the limitation of his thoroughly modern conception of Orientalism
as a key strategy of Western imperialism. In exposing how Orientalism
disguised the basic land-grabs of European imperialists, Said imagined a
relatively straightforward demystification of the Western discursive prac-
tices—scholarship, literature, visual arts, news media, et al. —that other-
wise masked or disguised the real political situation in the Middle East.
Feminized, marginalized, minoritized and above all linguistically and cul-
turally excluded from this Western discourse, Arabic culture needed pri-
marily to be reasserted in its venerable authority, both as it had informed
and shaped the West and as it continued to represent itself in ways sim-
ply distorted and repressed in the willful misreadings of the West. Tak-
ing upon himself this task as cultural translator and demystifier, Said cast
himself in the role of anti-imperalist critic of a West whose cultural proto-
cols he understood at the professional level of a trained European Com-
paratist and Continental theorist.

Today, “covering Islam” has assumed some different modes not com-
pletely anticipated by Said that transform our understanding of what
must be termed a “neo-Orientalism” manipulated by the U.S. State that
draws only in part from traditional Western Orientalism, itself primarily
the work of European imperialism. I will consider a few of these new mo-
dalities under a single, roughly formulated heading: the internalization of
the traditional “Orient” within the U.S. nation. I prefer this description to
“Americanization’, itself an older form of cultural importation within the
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history of U.S. imperialism, because I think this process has some new
features that differ from “Americanization” in the simplest sense, nota-
bly a complex and contradictory use of the “nation” by hegemonic pow-
ers that are themselves self-consciously transnational and global. Said
certainly understood nineteenth-century European Orientalism to be a
projection of Europe’s own unconscious anxieties about the foreign, the
feminine, the sexual, the racial and the irrational “other”. Said objected to
deconstruction and post-structuralism in general, but he himself “decon-
structed” these “others” to expose the European psychosis, whose princi-
pal symptom must be its incurable, unsatisfiable imperialist desire.

But Said’s criticism of Orientalism reaches its limit when confronted
by such cultural productions as John Walker Lindh, “the American Tali-
ban”, and Azar Nafisi, the American Iranian; the former a convicted and
imprisoned “enemy combatant” (legally, not a “terrorist,” or else he would
be in Guantanamo, probably untried, at this very moment), and the other
a new “patriot” for both U.S. and Iran, perhaps even that inconceivable
“transnational” entity, “American Iran”. I consider both Lindh and Nafisi
in their own terms in chapters five and six, respectively, but I want to use
them here to exemplify the neo-Orientalism Said did not quite compre-
hend. Lindh draws the “new Orient” into the otherwise disparate field
of “domestic terrorism”, condensing David Koresh, Timothy McVeigh,
Ruby Ridge (Idaho) secessionists with Middle Eastern, Islamic radical-
ism. Today, that relation has morphed to include Left politics’ anti-im-
perialist struggle in the anti-Vietnam War movement and thus tacitly the
anti-war movements against the immoral wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.
Sarah Palin’s resurrection of Barack Obama’s association with William
Ayres during the 2008 Presidential Campaign is symptomatic of how
Obama’s “criticism” of America and the Second Gulf War condenses the
Weather Underground Ayres co-founded in the 1960s and the anti-Viet-
nam War politics it served with a more general anti-American “hatred”
that improbably links critical positions as different as critical American
Studies as a discipline, anti-Gulf War protests, such as MoveOn.org has
sponsored, and neo-Nazi and radical Libertarian groups committed to
American isolationism and racial purity. It would do no good to protest
that such radical movements in the U.S., only some of which have been
labeled “domestic terrorism”, usually depend upon their profound patri-



Edward Said and American Studies 47

otism, insisting that whatever criticism they advocate is necessary for a
functional democracy.

Lindh posed a far greater threat to U.S. state authority because he re-
fused that democratic and national universe of discourse. As a conse-
quence, he had to be ideologically neutralized by infantilizing him and
offering him a “lenient” sentence that further testified to his “adolescent”
rebellion against Yuppie parents, Bay Area permissiveness, and other
“symptoms” of a post-Vietnam generation that could not adequately par-
ent because its members had themselves “never grown up”. The familiar
neo-conservative explanation of anti-Vietnam War protest, such as Paul
Berman has claimed in A Tale of Two Utopics (1996) and its sequel Pow-
er and the Idealists (2005), dismisses strong criticism of foreign policy,
imperialism, and unjustified warfare as “childish’, out of touch with the
“real world” and the presumed “Realpolitik” of U.S. military and eco-
nomic policies around the globe. To be sure, the conflation of the “Ori-
ent” (Yemen and Afghanistan in the case of Lindh) with “infantilism”
recalls sophisticated Hegelian theories of historical “development” from
the “infant” East through the adolescence of Egypt to Greco-Roman
young adults and the full maturity of German idealist philosophers, like
Hegel himself. Lindh’s domestication of Islamic radicalism turns on his
adolescent rebellion against Western “modernity and development”, a re-
gressive gesture through which “he” displaces and incorporates Arabic,
Afghani, Yemeni, and other “Oriental” social institutions and Islam, em-
bodying this “new Orient” in the uncanny figure of the bearded Bay Area
youth in the U.S. courtroom, once again confusing anti-Vietnam War hip-
pies with radical Islam.

Another version of this misrecognition is the emigré Middle Eastern
writer, Azar Nafisi, whose authority in Reading Lolita in Tehran (2003)
is presumed to be that of a “native informant”, familiar with the political
and social history of Iran in the aftermath of the Shah’s brutal rule. Nafisi
is, of course, just one of numerous emigré writers who have capitalized
on such eye-witness accounts, including the equally celebrated Khaled
Hosseini, whose The Kite Runner (2003) is supposed to give us an insid-
er’s account of Afghanistan from the pre-Soviet era to the Taliban’s rule.
Of course, eye-witnesses are always to be judged skeptically, especially
when we are considering politically conflicted societies irreducible to a
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single, representative perspective. Often enough the actual authority of
the non-Western native is Western, threatening native credentials. Nafi-
si’s authority is actually that of the Ph.D. in English literature she earned
from the University of Oklahoma, not her ability to do the sort of social
ethnography of modern Iran we identify with the new cultural geogra-
phers and anthropologists.

Traditional imperialism produces subalterns by shaping them in the
mould of the cultural and social values of the metropolitan center of Em-
pire. Nafisi and Hosseini carry this tradition further by adopting those
values in active ways to construct a “representative” Iranian-American
and Afghani-American, each of whom represents the utopian ideal of
citizenship for Iran or Afghanistan after democratization. Of course, the
political precondition for such democratization is military invasion and
occupation, so that such utopian fantasies are always already predicated
on U.S. imperial expansion. Nafisi and Hosseini represent traditional
“assimilationist ideals”, but neither author ever “forgets” his or her na-
tive culture as assimilated minorities are expected to do. Instead, these
new subalterns actively construct fantastic Iranian and Afghani “cultures”
inside the U.S., both in their English-language books (and among their
primarily Anglo-American audiences) and in their special valorization of
Iranian or Afghani refugee communities in the U.S. as models for those
who will eventually “return” to their homelands.

A third version of this internalization of the Orient is the adaptation of
mythic national narratives and archetypes to new foreign ventures in the
Middle East, such as the various interpretations of Jessica Lynch in the
context of Puritan captivity narratives and the condensation of domes-
tic frontier conflicts with the Second Gulf War. To be sure, later develop-
ments, including Lynch’s own repudiation of events and the melodrama
of her heroic rescue by the U.S. military, have done much to challenge
this national mythopoeia, but the speed with which Jessica Lynch was
in fact adapted and adopted to domestic concerns is symptomatic of my
general conception of the “U.S. nationalization of international crises”
as means of containing and controlling those crises. The U.S. fascination
with the fate of Patrick Daniel “Pat” Tillman (1976-2004), killed in Af-
ghanistan by “friendly fire”, may suggest that ideological complications,
even contradictions, contribute to the new mythopoeia.”” Both Jessica
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Lynch and Pat Tillman remain figures of interest as long as they continue
to represent the contradictions of the Second Gulf War and our ongoing
war in Afghanistan, and they do so by bringing these wars “home” in all
their unresolved political complications.

The broader cultural narrative is the Vietnam-Effect in both Gulf Wars
and Afghanistan, whereby our ventures in one “Orient” (Southeast Asia)
appears to condition our later policies in two other, very different “Ori-
ents” (Iraq and Afghanistan), confusing the three regions by mere nomi-
nal association. The “Vietnam-Effect” says it is all about us, not them,
whether Iragis, Afghanis, Vietnamese, Laotians, or Cambodians, so that
we can readily transfer key terms, the operative metaphors of imperial
poetics, from one domain to another without experiencing cognitive dis-
sonance: quagmire (Vietnam and First Gulf War), dominoes (Southeast
Asia and Afghanistan/ Pakistan), yellow ribbons (POW/ MIA and the
VVA and Gulf vets), PTSD, Agent Orange and Gulf War Syndrome. Of
course, these social psychological practices of projection and substitu-
tion are crucial to nineteenth-century European Orientalism, which be-
gan with its own fantasies of the exotic “East” and substituted such fic-
tions for regions neither “eastern” nor “Oriental”.

The difference of the new Orientalism is the self-conscious importa-
tion of these fantasies. In the nineteenth-century imaginary, distance
was a crucial factor, which preserved the exoticism of distant lands and
peoples, especially important when people from those lands had immi-
grated to the metropolitan centers of the empire. But today U.S. neo-
imperialism depends upon rendering familiar the distant and exotic, es-
pecially their imaginary qualities, incorporating them into that powerful
U.S. myth of assimilation. That old British fantasy of “the English world”
in which everyone within the British Empire would speak English and
behave according to the British standard of civil society has metamor-
phosed into the U.S. imaginary of an “end of history” when everyone will
come to America to realize his or her destiny. And, of course, by implica-
tion “America” will be everywhere. In this dystopic view, we look inward
to our domestic problems to work through foreign policy issues in antici-
pation of those “foreign” problems coming to us, as we know they will. It
is this fantasy of “American universality”, too often the model for new cos-
mopolitanism, including Said’s own, that tells us U.S. neo-imperialism is
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not so much about land, natural resources, even global economic or mili-
tary power, but primarily about a national identity we still cannot define.

The new Orientalisms are multiple, overlapping, and strategically con-
fusing, enabling their authors to substitute foreign policy discussions for
any genuine historical discussion of the Vietnamese, Iraqj, Israeli, Pales-
tinian, Lebanese, Pakistani and Afghani peoples. The irony of these cul-
tural processes of internalization, domestication and displacement is that
they take place through a U.S. national model that has never been more
fragile and fictional, irrelevant as it is to the global State power wielded by
the Reagan-Bush administrations through transnational coalitions with
the royal Saudi family, U.S. allies in the Greater Middle East, oil inter-
ests in the Black Sea neighborhoods of Afghanistan, and global capital-
ism’s dependency on Chinese modernization and development. Barack
Obama’s administration has attempted to create an image of more coop-
erative international relations and a less militant foreign policy, even as
the U.S. continues to wage two wars in the name of U.S. “national secu-
rity”. The Obama administration’s new foreign policy and international
image still depend upon a vigorous American exceptionalism. The U.S.
is not just the “leader” of the “free world”, but the democratic exemplar
of religious, racial and ethnic, gender and sexual, economic, and politi-
cal diversity and tolerance. The “Orient” is everywhere else, especially
here at home.



CHAPTER 2
The “Vietnam Effect” in the Persian Gulf Wars

It's déja vu all over again.

- Yogi Berra on witnessing Mantle and
Maris hit back-to-back home runs.

Prologue: 2010

In the previous chapter on “Edward Said and American Studies”, I argued
that the new Orientalism characteristic of U.S. neo-imperialism draws
upon a “Vietnam Effect”, in which foreign policy issues are incorporated
into domestic U.S. issues in ways that distract us from the specific con-
cerns of foreign peoples and states affected by our policies. The Vietnam
War and thus the “Vietnam Effect” were consequences of Cold-War ide-
ology. Although the Cold War focused attention on conflicts between the
U.S. and the Soviet Union, the battles for global superiority were fought
on the peripheries of Europe and North America, especially in the “Ori-
ent” that in the nineteenth-century European imaginary stretched from
the Middle to the Near and Far East. U.S. fears that the “dominoes”
would “fall” to Soviet and Chinese control in Southeast Asia if we did not
assume the colonial legacy of the French in “Indochina” were based on
the post-World War II foreign policy view that Asia was a principal battle-
ground in the Cold War.

Christina Klein argues in Cold War Orientalism: Asia in the Middlebrow
Imagination, 1945-1961 that U.S. foreign policies and popular culture
worked together to produce an imaginary Orient, which was both a pro-
jection of U.S. desires and a domestication of global problems, especially
in Asia. What began as a U.S. dream of a “global imaginary of integration”
is ironically shattered by the ideological production of Cold War Orien-
talism, so that “the foreign policies and middlebrow culture of the 1940s
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and 1950s culminated not only in the Vietnam War but also in John
Wo0"?*® We created the historical and transnational conditions that led
not only to our disastrous foreign and military policies in Vietnam but
also that produced a counter-narrative, exemplified for Klein in the career
of John Woo, the Hong Kong film director who incorporates traditional
Hollywood motifs in films like Hard Boiled (1992) and has influenced
significantly U.S. films by such directors as Quentin Tarantino.** How-
ever fantastic its origins, U.S. Orientalism produced real effects that every
day become more difficult to distinguish from our own national identity.
In long historical terms, we should understand such U.S. Orientalism as
shaped by globalization and Cold-War balance-of-power politics, but one
of the clearest examples of how it works ideologically is what is known in
popular culture as “the Vietnam Effect”

Popularized first in the late 1970s to refer to poor military and for-
eign policy decisions by the U.S. in the conduct of the War, the “Viet-
nam Effect”, sometimes alternatively termed the “Vietnam Syndrome”,
referred to the defeatist mentality caused by our first loss in a major
military conflict. Conservatives argued that Vietnam was a war we “won”
on the “battlefield”, but “lost” in the mass media, domestic politics, and
the Paris Peace Talks. The “liberal media” supported the strong anti-war
movement, crises in the Executive branch—the assassination of John F.
Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson’s decision not to run for re-election in 1968,
Richard Nixon’s Watergate Scandal in 1971—and concessions to the
North Vietnamese in the Paris Peace talks had reversed our military suc-
cesses. Other interpretations suggested that we were never close to “win-
ning” our extension of the French colonial war against the Vietnamese,
failing to understand the determination of the North Vietnamese Army
and the insurrection by the National Liberation Front in South Vietnam.
Even in strictly military terms, we had merely reacted to enemy actions,
rarely taking initiative and never really “winning hearts and minds” of the
Vietnamese civilians caught between warring adversaries. Traditional
military tactics of territorial control failed and were replaced with equally
unsuccessful “body counts” of enemy dead, which when broadcast on
the evening news only fueled anti-war sentiments. From a conservative
perspective, the “Vietnam Syndrome” was our defeatism in the aftermath
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of losing the War; in the liberal view, the “Vietnam Effect” was a conse-
quence of our Cold War-era neo-imperialism.

What follows is a historically specific interpretation of the “Vietnam Ef-
tect” first delivered on February 12, 1991 as a speech at an anti-war dem-
onstration organized by the students and other activists at the University
of California, Irvine. “Why the War in the Persian Gulf Is Another Viet-
nam” was given less than a month after the U.S. aerial bombardment of
Iraqi military positions began the Persian Gulf War on January 16, 1991
and eleven days before U.S. ground forces would begin their military ac-
tion in Kuwait on February 23, 1991. Much has changed in U.S. foreign
policy and cultural attitudes, especially toward the Middle East and Ar-
abs and Islamic peoples globally since 1991, but the historical aspect of
this essay remains important for two reasons. First, it was not intended
initially as a scholarly essay, but as part of political activism. Delivered to
a modest audience on a Saturday night in the Emerald Bay auditorium
of the University of California, Irvine Student Center, the talk was one
of several preceded by a recording of Gore Vidal criticizing President
George H. W. Bush for his decision to invade Iraq. Second, while I con-
tinued to participate in local anti-war demonstrations, I also urged my
colleagues on the national level to use our scholarly means to protest the
Persian Gulf War. As a member of the Editorial Collective of Cultural Cri-
tique, I urged Editor Donna Przbylowicz and Associate Editor Abdul Jan-
Mohamed to put together an emergency special issue, which they assem-
bled on short notice as “The Economies of War” issue and published in
the Fall of 1991.* With a lead-off essay by Noam Chomsky and powerful
critiques both of the Persian Gulf and Vietnam wars by other recognized
scholars, this special issue declared its commitment to what I term in the
title of this book, “the cultural politics of the new American Studies”*

In what follows, I have made revisions only to clarify the historical con-
texts of President George H. W. Bush’s administration (1989-1993) and
the First Persian Gulf War (August 1990-March 1991). Rather than draw
certain obvious connections with subsequent events, especially our disas-
trous invasion of Iraq on the false evidence of Saddam Hussein’s “weap-
ons of mass destruction”, I have preferred to let this historical moment
speak for itself. Neither the anti-war activism in which I participated nor
the scholarship published in its cause, stopped the First Gulf War or pre-
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vented our leaders from “finishing the job” in the Second Gulf War, with
the disastrous results for the Iraqgi people and the “Greater Middle East”
we have witnessed since 2003. But the intellectual and political activities
in real historical time to which my marching, speech, and published essay
contributed in small ways finally “add up”, if only because they offer the
consistent rational critique of irrational policies, often bolstered by false
patriotism, that is so necessary to a free society.

“The Vietnam Effect”: 1991

Reporting to the Congress our military success in the Persian Gulf, Presi-
dent George H. W. Bush declared on March 3, 1991: “Thank God, we’ve
kicked the Vietnam Syndrome once and for all.”** Asked about the pos-
sibility of deploying U.S. troops to protect Kurdish refugees in northern
Iraq, the President insisted in his April 14, 1991 press conference that we
would not be drawn into another “quagmire” in Iraq. The words hardly
needed to be uttered; from the beginning of our military involvement in
the Persian Gulf, “Vietnam” has been a constant historical referent.” The
slogan, “We support our troops,” helped forge a patriotic consensus (85
% according to most opinion polls taken in the first week of the ground
war) unmatched in U.S. history. That slogan referred explicitly to the
Vietnam War and the cultural “memory” that the Anti-War Movement
had systematically discouraged, even demoralized, U.S. combat troops in
Vietnam. There is little in the actual history of the Anti-War Movement to
support this “remembrance,” which like most historical reconstructions
conflates different historical moments. The slogan’s implicit negative,
“We did not support our troops in Vietnam,” refers less to isolated inci-
dents of anti-war demonstrators “spitting” on returning soldiers, chanting
“Murderers!” or otherwise condemning military personnel for the con-
duct of U.S. foreign policy than it refers to the aftermath of the Vietnam
War, in which veterans were ignored or considered “embarrassments”
both by their government and the general population. The belated pa-
rades, monuments, and memorials often served only to remind veterans
of the Vietnam War of the long silence that they met on their return.
That silence, however, was not merely a consequence of war-weariness,
apathy, or even contempt for those who had served in Vietnam; it rep-
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resented a genuine moral confusion on the part of most Americans. In
many cases, embarrassment was entangled with shame—a sense of guilt
regarding widespread support for a war whose purposes we did not un-
derstand. In short, our cultural shame had something to do with our
unarticulated sense that patriotism had not been based on knowledge,
reason, and justice. Slogans from the Vietnam era, such as “My country,
right or wrong” and “America, love it or leave it,” returned to haunt us
not simply when we lost the war but when we began to recognize how
misguided and misinformed our foreign policies had been. The lesson of
Vietnam was simple: never again should sheer emotional support for our
sons and daughters blind us to our patriotic responsibility to assess the
reasons and motives for military action—that is, action that would put
those very sons and daughters at risk.

The “Vietnam syndrome” meant for President George H. W. Bush
a national sense of failure and powerlessness—a “habit” to be “kicked”
as one would drugs or alcohol. Yet, the “drug” of the Vietnam era was
the uncritical support for foreign policies we did not understand—the
emotional enthusiasm for “victory” that cost 58,000 American and mil-
lions of Vietnamese lives. But this was precisely the drug that intoxicated
us during the First Persian Gulf War, and our one-sided victory virtually
guaranteed our repetition of the key mistakes of the Vietnam era. Presi-
dent Bush, Secretary of State Baker, Secretary of Defense Cheney, Vice
President Quayle, and General Schwarzkopf have repeated ceaselessly:
“Our action in the Persian Gulf will not be another Vietnam.” The bomb-
ing of Iraq and Kuwait was designed to prevent just such a repetition of
the military quagmire in Vietnam. The United Nations resolutions and its
sanctioned military coalition were designed to protect the United States
from criticism of neo-colonialism comparable to our policies of “winning
hearts and minds” in Vietnam. Diplomatic negotiations with Iraq, de-
spite obvious and enduring intransigence on both sides, were extensively
covered in the press and on television, in part to demonstrate how we had
exhausted all peaceful alternatives to military action.

For the American public, the political situation seemed convincingly
different from that of the Vietnam era. Between November 2, 1990 and
January 185, 1991, Tariq Aziz spoke almost nightly to the American tele-
vision audience on Nightline and other news shows; Ho, General Giap,
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even Le Duc Tho (the North Vietnamese Foreign Minister interviewed
frequently during the Paris Peace Talks) remained shadowy, elusive fig-
ures for the American public during the Vietnam War. Whereas Congress
had waffled and equivocated during Vietnam, this time the televised
congressional debates, often showcasing “eloquent” statements by con-
gressmen both for and against military involvement, resulted in what
was publicized as a clear mandate for our military presence in the Gulf.
In fact, Congress merely delegated responsibility to the President, effec-
tively mooting the long and important discussion since Vietnam regard-
ing the issues of what assumed juridical form in the “War Powers” Act,”
by granting President George H. W. Bush even greater freedom to con-
duct war than Presidents Johnson or Nixon had during the “undeclared
war” of Vietnam. Political scientists like Mark Petracca tried to remind
Americans that the narrow but nonetheless decisive majority by which
Congress delegated authority to the President constituted as significant
an issue for protest as the threat of military conflict in the Gulf.

But the public discussion of such crucial issues of democratic gover-
nance depended to a large extent on remembering the continuing legacy
of Vietnam. And it was precisely this sort of cultural memory that the
decisive military victory in the Gulf helped to erase. The First Persian
Gulf War was mercifully swift and relatively bloodless for the Coalition’s
forces. The “Vietnam without Trees” that some anti-war activists had
predicted never came to pass in the desert along the Gulf. We have been
encouraged to believe a “clean,” “sanitary,” and “smart” war was the result
of the superior technology, organization, and justness of the Coalition’s
leaders, both in the field and Washington. As Kuwaiti coalition troops
led the way into Kuwait City, to be met by resistance fighters, and as U.S.
forces swept into southern Iraq, driving Iraqi troops across the Euphrates
or into Basra, the fears of another Vietnam vanished. Anti-war organiza-
tions, put together with impressive speed and efficiency in the months
leading up to the January 15, 1991 deadline the Coalition gave Iraq to
withdraw from Kuwait, collapsed overnight. This time it was the tiny mi-
nority of stubborn protesters who were met with silence, if not outright
censorship. The word on the streets was that protesters “had better shut
up.”** Public debate was over before it had begun, and patriotism had
become an undisguised spectacle of cheering congressmen or replays of
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Whitney Huston, tears streaming down her cheeks, passionately singing
the “Star Spangled Banner” at Super Bowl XXV on January 27, 1991 in
Tampa Stadium. On April 3, 1991, CBS-TV would broadcast its All-Star
Salute to the Troops, which TV Guide described as a “patriotic orgy”*

From President George H. W. Bush’s comparison of Iraq’s invasion of
Kuwait with Germany’s invasion of Czechoslovakia to the ceaseless re-
runs of World War II combat melodramas on TNT (as well as on many
local channels) during the war, the improbable analogy with the Allies’
efforts against Axis forces has been emphasized in several media. That
analogy has had the rhetorical effect of underscoring the negative exam-
ple of the Vietnam War. “Contained” between World War II and the Per-
sian Gulf victory, Vietnam could be treated as an “anomaly,” a unique case
of failure whose mistakes might be “corrected” the next time. Contrived
as this historical “containment” is in rational terms, its rhetoric helped
strengthen revisionist historians” arguments that our failure in Vietnam
had little to do with our general foreign policies (especially those framed
in the so-called “Cold War” period) and much to do with Congressio-
nal interference in the military conduct of the Vietnam war. In short, the
rhetoric and spectacle of patriotic support for the Persian Gulf War was
not the simple instrumentality of mass media propaganda, whether en-
gineered or not by the government, but integral to the re-legitimation of
foreign policies that since Vietnam and now in the aftermath of the Cold
War have been subject to effective rational criticism.

Many opposed to the First Persian Gulf War argued that the “crisis” de-
veloped conveniently at the moment when defense budget cuts seemed
inevitable and advocates of a “peace dividend” for much-needed domes-
tic programs were gaining popular support. This argument has led some
to speculate that the bombing of Iraq was a sort of “showcase” for new
U.S. military technology, both to support new and even larger defense
spending and to provide a long-term economic rationale for military
“research and development” in the export markets for such hardware
as the Patriot Missile system. Although it is well worth considering that
advocates of substantial defense budgets may recognize the need to use
other arguments than “national defense” in the post-Cold War era, the
general thesis that the First Gulf War was fought primarily for reasons of
economic expediency or military self-interest is far too crudely material-
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ist. Defense spending is simply one among many of the signs of politi-
cal power; the grammar of such power remains U.S. foreign policy, which
since Vietnam has relied on a strategic slippage from the purposes of “na-
tional defense” to the regulation of “international law and order.”

In the Vietnam era, the war was often defended on the grounds that our
containment of Communism was directly related to our national defense.
Few arguments of this sort were offered by President George H. W. Bush,
Secretary of State Baker, or Secretary of Defense Cheney in justification
of the First Gulf War, although arguments connecting the global econo-
my to the economic interests of the United States were made. In response
to the anti-war slogan, “No Blood for Oil!,” some followed Secretary of
State Baker’s claim that there was “nothing wrong with fighting for oil”
and that we were in the Persian Gulf to “protect American jobs.” Such ar-
guments, however, seemed to have little influence on popular support for
the war, and not simply because they could be so easily refuted. By con-
trast, the claim that “national security” was at stake in the Vietnam War
was widely accepted, despite the difficulty of its demonstration. What
made arguments regarding “national defense” ineffective, even half-heart-
ed, in the justification of our military presence in the Persian Gulf was
their incompatibility with the prevailing principle of U.S. foreign policy:
the regulation of international law. Indeed, the success of this moral pos-
ture is evident in the public indifference to the fact that the United States
conducted diplomatic negotiations with Iraq in the place of the United
Nations. Once the U.N. resolutions and sanctions against Iraq had been
approved, the United States was accepted as the representative of the U.N.
both in the forging of a military coalition and in virtually all diplomatic
negotiations with Iraq. Even after the First Gulf War was concluded with
the Iraqi acceptance of the formal cease-fire of March 3, 1991, the United
Nations debated new resolutions that supported the presence of Coali-
tion forces in northern Iraq.

The First Persian Gulf War declared the United States to be the arbiter
of international law; the United Nations, arguably the most appropriate
organization for new power and authority in the “new global order,” ap-
pears even less significant in the public’s mind than during the Cold War.
In this regard, the “Vietnam Effect” enabled President George H. W. Bush
to reaffirm his authority as Commander-in-Chief by insisting that the
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Pentagon would “not fight this war with one hand tied behind its back.”
Once again, George H. W. Bush’s metaphors are significant, in this case
implicitly judging debates in the Congress regarding the conduct of the
Vietnam War—especially the debates leading to the reduction of fund-
ing for the War between 1971 and 1973—to be the causes for our failure.
The rhetorical isolation of the Vietnam War had the effect of reaffirming
the continuity, coherence, and justness of U.S. foreign policy from World
War II to the Persian Gulf crisis. It follows the logic of what Robert Di-
vine has termed the “Quagmire Thesis” argued by Arthur Schlesinger,
Jr. and David Halberstam during the Vietnam War: “Schlesinger’s quag-
mire thesis, while condemning American involvement, nevertheless ex-
cused American leaders of any real responsibility. It was all an accident,
a tragic series of mistakes, but not one that called for a reconsideration
of America’s Cold War policies or for a searching reappraisal of men and
decisions.”*

During the First Persian Gulf War, the veterans of Vietnam, whose
political grievances were about to be erased from the American agenda
along with very name of “Vietnam,” responded generally as if this were
the “Welcome Home” they had been awaiting for more than fifteen years.
With the exception of organizations like Vietnam Veterans against War
(VVAW), the majority of Vietnam-era veterans organized and partici-
pated in pro-war demonstrations and helped the emotional slogan, “Sup-
port Our Troops,” sweep the land and divide protesters. The Vietnam
Veterans of America was first organized because of the exclusion of Viet-
nam veterans from Veterans of Foreign Wars and to serve as the means of
sponsoring veterans’ political and economic grievances, but during the
First Persian Gulf War local chapters of the VVA became rallying points
for pro-war demonstrations. Efforts to challenge the slogan itself were
met with fierce opposition. Any attempt to remind people that many
Vietnam-era veterans still suffered from PTSD (Post-Traumatic Stress
Disorder) resulting from combat and shared by British veterans of the
Falklands” War was flatly rejected. The elementary distinction between
“support” for human beings and “opposition” to combat activities was
considered “too intellectual” in a time when only emotion made sense.
The term “Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder” was barely mentioned dur-
ing the First Persian Gulf War (with the exception of a brief, midday spe-
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cial report on CNN, which included interviews with veterans from the
Vietnam and Falkland Island wars). In effect, this serious disability suf-
fered by many veterans of recent wars had been re-diagnosed. No lon-
ger referring to the psychological after-effects of combat, the “trauma” of
Vietnam-era veterans in particular seemed to refer retrospectively to the
American public’s failure to “support the troops.”

Amid such emotion, there were still implicit and recognizable “argu-
ments” with respect to the meaning of Vietnam in U.S. culture. By virtue
of their uncritical support for the troops in the Persian Gulf and their ne-
glect of such crucial issues as PTSD, pro-war veterans implicitly argued
that we had not fought to win in Vietnam but merely to maintain a sym-
bolic presence in Southeast Asia against Soviet and Chinese challenges.
In effect, they were favoring a version of the “Stalemate Thesis” best rep-
resented by Daniel Ellsberg (to be sure, an unlikely political ally for pro-
war veterans), who blamed Presidents Truman, Eisenhower, and Ken-
nedy for trying to juggle the contrary demands of not losing Vietnam to
the Communists and not committing U.S. troops to an unwinnable land
war in Vietnam.*” Strong support of the First Persian Gulf War by veter-
ans of the Vietnam War strengthened President George H. W. Bush in his
resolve to avoid the historical trap, according to the Stalemate Thesis, that
President Johnson had inherited from his predecessors’ equivocal foreign
policies in Vietnam. What the veterans of Vietnam seemed to have over-
looked as they cheered the President and supported their fellow soldiers
in the Gulf was that the Vietnam War and its consequences for so many
veterans were being erased from the historical map of U.S. foreign policy.
“Quagmire” or “stalemate,” Vietnam had finally been “explained” in just
the manner that the U.S. government had struggled unsuccessfully to do
between 1968 (the Tet Offensive) and 1990. All along, what the govern-
ment desired was an explanation that would allow us to isolate and then
forget “Vietnam.”

Under these conditions, the American people did not simply “forget”
Vietnam, but like the President and other government officials repeat-
edly denied Vietnam in the manner of some collective repression. Such
widespread denial helped the general public deny as well the carnage of
this brief war. Few U.S. citizens have ever expressed much concern about
the sketchy information about civilian and Iraqi troop casualties in the
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six-week war, even though those figures are two to three times greater
than the American casualties suffered in the nine years of U.S. combat
in Vietnam.* In all of this, dismissed by some as the inevitable euphoria
of victory, but criticized by others as a dangerous symptom of long-term
intolerance for political dissent in this country, the parallels between our
foreign policy errors in Vietnam and our conduct in the First Persian
Gulf War have been virtually ignored, despite the unavoidable “Vietnam
Effect” of the official rhetoric, which has been mimed so well in the press
and the general population.

We lost the war in Vietnam, because we had no plan for peace. We lost
the war in Vietnam before we landed troops in Danang in 1965, because
we utterly misunderstood the political situation in both South and North
Vietnam. We lost the war in Vietnam in 1954 as decisively as the French
lost the battle of Dienbienphu, because in that year we assumed author-
ity for the political future of Vietnam and Southeast Asia. With the best
intentions and noblest sentiments, we took over the colonial project the
French had pursued for a century in Indochina. To be sure, our colonial-
ism was different from that of Vietnam’s many previous invaders. We
did not want their latex or tin, as the French did, their hardwood or rice,
as the Japanese did; we wanted to win hearts and minds. We wanted “a
sphere of influence,” which would “balance” the influences of the Soviet
Union and China in Asia. We spoke loudly and tirelessly of political self-
determination, economic self-reliance, and democratic institutions, but
we viewed Vietnam and the rest of Southeast Asia as simply “dominoes”
in an elaborate game of balance-of-power politics. We knew little of the
Vietnamese, Cambodians, and Laotians whose governments and soci-
eties were destabilized by our larger ambitions. We didn’t want to know
much about them.

As we moved massive military force to the Persian Gulf in late 1990,
we could not understand why demonstrators in Morocco, Jordan, Egypt,
Malaysia, and other so-called “third world” countries both in the Middle
East and other regions of the world should express such rage against our
well-intentioned efforts to pursue a “just war,” to “punish” and topple the
dictator and aggressor, Saddam Hussein. Saddam Hussein is not a na-
tionalist leader like Ho Chi Minh. Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait on August 2,
1990 is not comparable to the Vietnamese people’s struggle to rid their
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country of the French, the Japanese, the British, and the Americans. In
these respects, President George H. W. Bush was right: this war was not
another Vietnam. The war in the Persian Gulf was not waged as a neo-
colonial effort against popular nationalist movements, like the National
Liberation Front, the Provisional Revolutionary Government, and the
Vietnamese Communist Party. And yet massive demonstrations against
the presence of Coalition forces in the Gulf seemed united in their oppo-
sition to foreign intervention, especially by the U.S. and European forces
represented in the Coalition.

A crucial part of the President’s argument that military action in the
Persian Gulf was not another instance of western imperialism was the
strength of the military coalition. For many liberals, the fact that the Co-
alition “held together” is convincing evidence that our purpose in the
Gulf is part of a larger policy of “collective security” by which nations
join together to maintain international law. As Harold Meyerson argued
during the First Persian Gulf War, the internal divisions of the American
Left caused by the Vietnam War assumed new characteristics in the face
of Saddam Hussein’s expansionism: “Todd Gitlin calls this wing of the
left ‘the collective security gang’—pro- and anti-warriors who believe in
some form of international action against Iraq, with a legitimate U.S. role,
but who oppose the establishment of a new Pax Americana—as distinct
from the ‘anti-imperialist gang—opponents of the war who elevate U.S.
anti-interventionism to a universal principle.”* The “collective security”
argument, however, tends to confuse the procedures and, in this histori-
cal instance, resolutions of the United Nations with the decisions of a
group of nations that have decided to “act” in the best interests of interna-
tional law. The United Nations’ resolutions did not authorize the bomb-
ing of Iraq or the occupation of southern Iraq. These military decisions
were made by a coalition forged by the United States. From the very be-
ginning, the “Coalition” was an obvious front for a Pax Americana.

We ought to have recognized the rhetorical slippage from “UN.” to
“Coalition” to “U.S.” as a kind of historical déja vu. In 1954, Secretary of
State John Foster Dulles and President Eisenhower formed a coalition
that Dulles called at first “United Action” and later renamed the “South-
east Asian Treaty Organization.” Both were designed to “guarantee the
security of Southeast Asia.” Neither proved very effective in the Vietnam
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War. To be sure, some members of “United Action”—Australia and New
Zealand—and some members of SEATO—South Korea, for example—
sent token troops, advisors, and military support to the Army of the Re-
public of Vietnam (ARVN) and American forces fighting in Vietnam.
But the “coalitions” were not politically effective; they were not strong
organizations based on reasonable political and diplomatic solutions to
the many problems left by European colonialism in Southeast Asia. They
were symbolic coalitions patched together by the United States to justify
its conduct in Vietnam.

There is a striking parallel between “United Action” and SEATO with
the coalition forged to fight the First Persian Gulf War. Although the
number of Middle Eastern countries participating in the Coalition Forces
was impressive, a significant number of those countries are not demo-
cratic: Saudi Arabia, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, for example. It is
not just that we once again threw our lot together with repressive regimes
in the “interests” of fighting another repressive regime—the “greater evil”
of Saddam Hussein and Iraqi militarism; it is also that we mistook the
support of these governments for the support of their peoples. Turkey’s
official support for our conduct in the Persian Gulf, for example, was not
maintained by opinion polls of average Turkish citizens, most of whom
opposed Turkish involvement in this war. What did we hear from the
Egyptian on the streets of Cairo, the Syrian worker in Damascus? Pre-
cious little. Did they share the views of those “coalition” partners, Egypt
and Syria, and their leaders, Hosni Mubarak and President Hassad?
Without access to mass media, without effective means of voting against
their governments’ participation in our military coalition, people in these
countries had only demonstration as their means of expressing their
discontent. But President George H. W. Bush insisted he would not be
“swayed” by these demonstrations and that they would have no “influ-
ence” on our national “resolve.” One characteristic feature of more tradi-
tional western imperialism has been a refusal to listen to the interests of
the people and treat instead exclusively with undemocratic rulers, who
have notoriously found “foreign interests” to be in their self interest.

Just as we constructed something of a political “fiction” in the alliance
of SEATO, so we manipulated the “consensus” of the United Nations, not
in its condemnation of Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait but in the UN's dead-
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line for Iraq’s withdrawal from Kuwait and its tacit authorization of the
United States’ government as the United Nations’ diplomatic representa-
tive. UN. Secretary General Perez de Cuellar was treated as if he were a
middle-level U.S. diplomat when he arrived in Baghdad at the eleventh
hour to negotiate a peace settlement with Iraq. The Iraqi response to the
U.N. Secretary General reflected accurately the secondary role he himself
had assumed in the diplomatic negotiations.

In Geneva in 1954, while the French and Vietnamese ostensibly
worked out the Geneva Accords, the United States was represented by
Dulles and other high-ranking diplomats. Although claiming to be mere
“observers,” we were active participants in the drafting of the Geneva Ac-
cords, but we refused to sign them. Having refused to sign those Accords,
we then proceeded to ignore their provisions, notably the mandate for
free elections in Vietnam two years after the signing of those Accords.
With the exception of the patently fraudulent elections of Diem, Khanh,
Ky, and Thieu in the increasingly unstable political climate of South Viet-
nam between 1954 and 1973, no “free elections” were ever held in Viet-
nam after 1954. But why did we fail to encourage these South Vietnamese
governments to conduct such elections, rather than wage an unwinnable
war that only realized our worst nightmare: the destabilization of the en-
tire region? Our arguments in the years leading up to the successful coup
against Diem and his assassination were simple: the government of South
Vietnam under Diem was not sufficiently stable. Hardly a translation was
needed at the time for those paying any attention: the government of
Diem was unpopular; Diem would have been voted out of office in any
free election held in the South during his nine years of power.

Have we effectively overcome the mistakes of Vietnam in the sixteen
years since the conclusion of that war in 19752 Despite official arguments
supporting the Coalition as representative of Middle Eastern opposition
to Saddam Hussein and support for foreign intervention, the Coalition
was clearly the work of the United States. Even had the European and
Middle Eastern members of the Coalition forces withdrawn or refused
to cross the border between Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, U.S. troops were
obviously sufficient to carry out our military purposes. Seventy percent
of the combat troops were provided by the U.S. military; the vast major-
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ity of air sorties were flown by U.S. aircraft. The Coalition was quite obvi-
ously a thin disguise for U.S. military operations.

We sent troops to the Middle East to counter what appeared to be a
political destabilization of the region comparable to the “collapse” of the
“dominoes” in Southeast Asia. Yet, there is considerable evidence that we
took such action without much knowledge of the political consequences.
While diplomacy was still possible, President George H. W. Bush insisted
tirelessly that there would be “no linkage” of the Palestinian question and
Irag’s occupation of Kuwait. Yet even before the ground war had begun,
the President announced in his “State of the Union” address in January
1991 that “some resolution” of the Palestinian issue would be a neces-
sary part of the peace settlements following the war. Supporters of our
policies might argue that we intended from the beginning to negotiate a
peaceful solution to the Israeli-Palestinian controversy, but only when we
could do so from a position of regional strength.

Yet President George H. W. Bush could have announced such an in-
tention before the January 15th deadline expired, if only to strengthen
the U.S. hand in diplomatic negotiations and win wider popular support
among Arab peoples. Had we expressed clearly a plan for establishing a
Palestinian homeland, guaranteeing their political and judicial rights in
the region, and promptly entered into negotiations with the Palestinians
and the Israelis, then we might have gained far more credibility in the re-
gion and diminished Saddam Hussein’s effort to appropriate the Palestin-
ian cause for his own purposes. In short, we could have used our influ-
ence in this crisis to initiate serious negotiations between the Israelis and
Palestinians independent of Saddam Hussein’s demands and the future of
Kuwait. Our lack of a positive policy with respect to the Palestinian ques-
tion is reflected both in our equivocation regarding the “relevance” of the
Palestinian question to the stability of the Middle East and our postwar
failure to do more than support a multinational Middle Eastern peace
conference on the issue. Having just participated in a military action that
has reorganized the political balance of power in the Middle East, we as-
sumed in 1991 the position of having “no position” on the appropriate
solution to what is arguably the most significant issue in the Middle East:
the fate of the Palestinians. Such equivocation, if not outright foreign pol-
icy flimflam, recalls nothing so well as our indecision in Southeast Asia
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during the Vietnam War. If our government hoped to maintain a “sym-
bolic” position by merely endorsing the “desirability” of a “peaceful so-
lution” to the issue of a Palestinian homeland, then we may well under-
stand why the next twenty years were marked by political stalemate in
any solution to the Israeli-Palestinian question. History demonstrates in
those two decades that we have indeed slipped into a “quagmire” in the
Middle East no easier to escape than the political trap in which we threw
ourselves during our two decades in Southeast Asia.

Since the conclusion of the Iran-Iraq War, our opposition to Saddam
Hussein has grown from “concern” about his growing military power in
the region to the outright demonization of the Saddam who appeared on
posters during the War, complete with bulls-eye and the slogan, “Now,
It’s Personal!” As war fever spread in this country, debates concerning the
“fate” or “future” of Saddam grew proportionately. With the war under-
way, there was ceaseless discussion about whether or not Saddam Hus-
sein had been targeted by the U.S. military and whether or not he should
be “terminated.” Discussions of the “morality” and “legality” of murder-
ing Saddam Hussein took center stage from the other, more reasonable
question for the State Department and the U.S. public: what are the other
political parties and who are the other viable political leaders in con-
temporary Iraq?

Anyone who recalls the years leading up to Diem’s and his brother,
Nhu’s, assassinations must find some uncanny resemblances in this ob-
session with Saddam Hussein’s “liquidation.” Truong Nhu Tang, one of
the founders of the National Liberation Front, complains in A Viet Cong
Memoir that the U.S. government never familiarized itself with the many
well-qualified leaders of various opposition parties that developed dur-
ing Diem’s rule in South Vietnam.*® As he points out, we accepted Diem’s
and Nhu’s caricatures of such opposition leaders and parties as “Com-
munists,” even though South Vietnam between 1954 and 1963 was alive
with a wide variety of different political constituencies, despite Nhu’s ef-
forts to use his secret police to suppress every sign of political dissent.
Even when the fall of Diem and Nhu’s government was understood by
Henry Cabot Lodge and others in the State Department to be inevita-
ble, we did little to identify, much less encourage, opposition leaders. For
Troung Nhu Tang, this failure on the part of U.S. foreign policy merely
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strengthened the coalition of political groups formed in opposition to
Diem’s government. In effect, our willful disregard of potentially popu-
lar political alternatives in South Vietnam helped turn the National Lib-
eration Front into an effective political and ultimately successful military
organization.

In a similar fashion, we seem to have ignored the possibility of any
legitimate political opposition in Iraq to the dictatorial rule of Saddam
Hussein. At the same time, we have encouraged the “people” to revolt
and overthrow Saddam Hussein and the Ba’ath Party. Such conflicting
messages have led to President George H. W. Bush’s recent embarrass-
ment regarding the plight of the Kurdish refugees, most of whom are
fleeing the efforts of the Iraqi Army to suppress a rebellion tangibly en-
couraged by CIA radio broadcasts calling for open revolution against
Saddam Hussein. Shi’ite Muslim rebellion in southern Iraq has received
less attention, even though it has been just as ruthlessly suppressed by
the Iraqi Army, but the U.S. administration’s “policy” seems once again
to reflect the equivocations of the Vietnam era. After all, “Shi’ite” simply
means “Iranian” to the Bush Administration, and that argues for an even
more dangerous “imbalance” of power in the region. Rather than identify
leaders with popular support and plans for better government, we have
concerned ourselves once again with the “caricatures” of foreign politics
and issues that we learned to sketch during the Vietnam period.

During the War, the only hint of the United States’ foreign policy in the
Gulfin the postwar period was Secretary of State Baker’s plans for a “Mid-
dle Eastern Bank” to finance the reconstruction of Iraq. Amid the jokes
about such a plan as a clever solution for the crisis in American banking,
the obvious implication was that this was the only idea that the State De-
partment could formulate to meet the political crises after the war. Once
again, the lessons of Vietnam seemed to have been forgotten. The enor-
mous foreign economic assistance we gave President Diem to bolster his
shaky government was largely wasted on hasty efforts to industrialize
South Vietnam and “build” an army with equipment but without popu-
lar support. The enduring myth of U.S. economic aid to Vietnam from
our last-minute economic assistance of the French to the evacuation of
Saigon in 1975 is that such assistance was squandered by corrupt ofhi-
cials. Yet, the real waste of U.S. aid to South Vietnam resulted from our
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misunderstanding of the needs of the Vietnamese economy and people.
As George Herring points out in America’s Longest War: The United States
and Vietnam: 1950-19785, U.S. aid to South Vietnam between 1955 and
1960 initially helped stabilize the South Vietnamese government, but the
disproportionate military aid and efforts to rapidly industrialize South
Vietnam “did little to promote economic development or to improve liv-
ing conditions in the villages where more than 90 percent of South Viet-
nam’s population resided”*' In our enthusiasm to strengthen the central,
urban rule of Diem, in imitation of the developed nations, we ignored the
rural infrastructure for both the economy and politics of Vietnam.

How will the funds of Baker’s “Middle Eastern Bank” be distributed?
In Vietnam, we confused buildings, factories, and consumer goods with
what is vaguely designated by the word culture. Despite his militarism, his
expansionist aims, and his tyrannical rule, Saddam Hussein enjoyed con-
siderable popular support in the Middle East in the months following his
invasion of Kuwait. President George H. W. Bush insisted that we would
not be “swayed” by such popular demonstrations, as if they reflected
merely some sort of “mass hysteria” symptomatic of our worst ethnocen-
tric fantasies about the “Arab masses.” Yet what seems so obvious in those
demonstrations was the expression of protest against the inequitable
distribution of wealth in the region, whether that wealth be measured in
oil, jobs, land, or merely “voice”—that is, some recognition for the many
social and political constituencies in the Middle East who are effectively
unheard in the West.

Viewed in this way, can the poverty of so many Middle Eastern peo-
ples, terrible when measured against the great wealth of the region, be re-
lieved significantly by a “Middle Eastern Bank,” however comprehensive
its ambitions? Egypt, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Syria, and
other Arab nations of the Coalition have already benefited economically
from the First Persian Gulf War. It is quite clear, however, that Jordan is
to be punished economically for its neutrality and King Hussein’s pro-
tests against civilian casualties during the bombing of Iraq. Even in cases
where popular sympathy has been elicited, such as for the plight of the
Kurdish refugees, the economic future promises little more than infra-
structure, even if we generously assume that such “reconstruction” would
be done selflessly in the interests of the Iraqi people. Who will rebuild
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Kuwait? For that work, no “Middle Eastern Bank” will be needed. One
of the world’s smallest nations, Kuwait is also one of the world’s richest
nations. Even before the end of the First Gulf War, fifty billion dollars’
worth of contracts for reconstruction had been awarded by the Kuwaiti
government-in-exile, virtually all to U.S. firms. The United States will
rebuild Kuwait, and the United States will thus inevitably become the
economic and military ruler of Kuwait. In this respect, we will succeed
the British, who ruled Kuwait as a protectorate from 1914 to 1961, pro-
tected Kuwait from Iraqi territorial claims between 1961 and 1963, and
worked out the agreements between the Kuwaiti royal family and British
Petroleum, Getty Oil, and the Japanese owned “Arabian Oil Company”
that shared Kuwait’s oil wealth in the 1950s and 1960s. In light of the
grotesque scandals surrounding the U.S. banking industry in the 1980s,
it seems absurd that our government should propose taking the initiative
in developing a “Middle Eastern Bank” that would “solve” the postwar
problems of the region.

How will we protect this tiny country against Iraq, against future ag-
gression in the Gulf region? Only by putting in power a puppet govern-
ment in Iraq, one whose subservience or fidelity to U.S. interests are so
clear that we can withdraw the majority of our troops from what certainly
will be the postwar “Occupation Zone” of Iraq. Who will “save” the Iraqi
people—17.5 million of them before the War, who are even now begin-
ning to starve, to suffer the disease and pestilence that follow contami-
nated water supplies, whose doctors lack the most elementary medical
supplies, who haven't the fuel to cook what little food they have or purify
what water they can collect from fetid ponds and bomb craters? Need-
less to say, I am speaking only of the survivors, not of the corpses in the
bombed out buildings, in the terrible heaps of rubble that the joint “cen-
sorship” of the Pentagon and Saddam Hussein have virtually erased from
our minds. There are hints, of course, from refugees that the civilian casu-
alties, even in the midst of the “smart bombs” and “non-civilian targets,”
will horrify us when their sheer numbers come finally, as they must, to
light. I need hardly remind you that “collateral damage” means people.

Of course, the United States will assume responsibility for humani-
tarian aid, as well it should, but it will be a humanitarian effort that, for
whatever good it may do, will nonetheless assure our political sphere
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of influence in Iraq for the foreseeable future. Like Diem, some well-in-
tentioned but hardly popular Iraqi will be “selected” to restore his coun-
try to economic stability and bring the survivors back to “normal” life.
And such a leader will depend, of course, on Western financial support;
whatever his good intentions, he will be a bought man. But what of the
countries neighboring Iraq and Kuwait? President George H. W. Bush re-
fused to countenance what he termed “linkage” in the failed diplomatic
negotiations with Iraq in the five months leading to this disastrous war.
But how can the question of “linkage” be ignored when the war itself will
command a new relation among the various states of the Middle East?
The same questions were asked in the years following the landing of U.S.
troops in Vietnam in 1965, when it became clear we were not just lending
“advisors” but actively fighting the war for the South Vietnamese govern-
ment. What would happen to Cambodia, to Laos, to Thailand? We know
that we share considerable responsibility for the Khmer Rouge’s military
victory in Cambodia, following our bombing of NLF and PRG sanctuar-
ies along the Cambodian border with Vietnam. We know that the geno-
cide of 3 million Cambodians carried out by the Khmer Rouge govern-
ment was a consequence of the “madness” of the war waged in Vietnam,
spilling over into Cambodia.

Is it possible for a sophisticated world leader to refuse to countenance
“political linkage” of Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait with the other wars and
territorial ambitions of the various countries in the region over the past
fifty years, when in fact foreign policy cannot be understood as anything
else than an effort to “link” different national interests? “Linkage” is now
inevitable, and even in the specific case of what President George H. W.
Bush considered the most unthinkable “linkage” five months ago: the
“linkage” of the issue of Kuwait with the issue of Palestine and the 2.5
million homeless Palestinians. In his 1991 “State of the Union” address,
the President suggested that some resolution of the Palestinian question
will have to be part of the postwar peace settlement, if only for the prag-
matic reason that no peace will be lasting in the region without address-
ing the question of Palestine and the Palestinian people. If this was so
clear to President George H. W. Bush, then why was it an issue before he
ordered military action to begin?
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By refusing even to consider any “linkage” of the Palestinian question
with Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, President George H. W. Bush initiated a
military policy that made a wide range of “linkages” virtually unavoid-
able. Certainly Saddam Hussein’s military policies depend upon such
political “linkages,” and they are likely to have disastrous military conse-
quences for our coalition. After the air war began on January 16, 1991,
Jordan’s King Hussein protested angrily the military campaign and the
growing civilian casualties. After the war began, Jordanians expressed
strong support for the Iragis and for Saddam Hussein. Our response
was to threaten to cut foreign aid to Jordan and to trivialize the “military
threat” of the Jordanian army and air force. In the meantime, Iraq has sent
much of its remaining air force to bases in Iran, and we have trivialized
the “military threat” of Iraqi planes in Iran. But the average Iranian citizen
has expressed growing sympathy with the Iraqis and anger against the
relentless bombing that continues unabated just beyond their western
border. Should we simply fear the entrance of Jordan and Iran into this
war on the side of Iraq? No, we should fear far more the lasting politi-
cal consequences of the deep-seated resentment of the United States that
our military policies have created among the peoples of Jordan and Iran.
Even barring their entrance into the military conflict, can we be certain
that their moderate leaders, King Hussein and President Rafsanjani, will
survive politically the growing popular sentiments against U.S. actions in
the Persian Gulf?

The terrible future that our military policies in this war may well be cre-
ating has clear parallels with what happened in Southeast Asia. If that fu-
ture comes even close to what I have sketched—an Iraqi Diem, or worse,
an Iranian Shah, propped up by U.S. economic aid and military support,
then we already know the consequences. There will be no peace in the
Middle East; there will be merely an acceleration of the wars that have
troubled that region in the wake of French, British, and now U.S. colonial-
ism. Or perhaps more terrible still than overt warfare, there may come to
power even more of the unpublicized political terror we condemn in Sad-
dam Hussein and yet supported in the Iran ruled with an iron fist by the
Shah and his secret police, Savak, for more than a quarter of a century.

The Vietminh at Dienbienphu fought for a great military victory,
which General Giap knew would serve primarily political ends. It was, of
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course, a very real battle with terrible casualties and acts of extraordinary
heroism on both sides, but the Vietminh, Giap, and Ho knew that it was
primarily a symbolic victory that strengthened their hand in Geneva.Ina
similar sense, the Tet Offensive of 1968 was a military disaster for the Na-
tional Liberation Front as well as for the North Vietnamese Communists
who supported it. It accomplished little, except for the atrocities in Hue
and the destruction of that ancient city. The marines retook Hue with
awful casualties, but they regained that ground. The U.S. combat troops
in Vietnam were not zoned out, demoralized by anti-war protesters, and
indecisive in military action. We won the battles, but we lost the war. Be-
cause we lost the peace before the war began.

In the First Gulf War, we also betrayed an utter ignorance of local poli-
tics—or perhaps it is simply a studied carelessness toward both regions
and a lack of interest in their indigenous peoples and local politics. That,
above all, seems to have been the cause of our failure in Vietnam. Our
“Southeast Asian” experts were legion, scattered from the State Depart-
ment to universities throughout the U.S. But none seemed to have the
slightest understanding of the complex political divisions in Vietnam, the
different local leaders, the ethnic and religious diversity. We poured for-
eign aid into industrialization and urbanization programs encouraged by
Diem, an urban Catholic, who was also deeply nationalist. We ignored
the agrarian traditions of Vietnam, especially important in the rich and
tertile lands of South Vietnam. We dealt with European-educated intel-
lectuals, often cosmopolitans with contradictory yearnings for western
ways; we treated the village peasantry and their agriculture as “inconse-
quential” In terms of our global foreign policies, they hardly mattered,
but in Vietnam they were keys to popular support as well as our own
democratic values. We never won their “hearts and minds,” because pro-
grams like the “Hamlet Resettlement Program” and the “Phoenix Pro-
gram” treated their centuries’ old traditions and values as the lingering
traces of a “primitive” people in need of our enlightenment.

We repeated this pattern of arrogance in Iraq, Kuwait, Jordan, and the
rest of the Middle East during and after the First Gulf War. Our allies,
such as Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and the United Arab Emirates, suffered the
consequences of their alliance with our imperial commitment to mod-
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ern, technocratic “civilization” as a political solution to regional problems
exacerbated by EuroAmerican imperialism.

Most Americans agreed in the early stages of the War that the censor-
ship of the news imposed by our government was in the “best interests”
of our nation. “Doesn’t anyone remember the old adage from World War
II: “Zip the lip?”” a correspondent to the Los Angeles Times wrote shortly
after the ground war began, complaining of CNN’s coverage of military
operations in the Gulf. I do not agree that we should accept such censor-
ship, especially when it means keeping us in the dark regarding the casu-
alties in Iraq and Kuwait. But even granting hypothetically such a need
for military censorship, then can an equal case be made for the de facto
“censorship” of our political plans for peace? If such plans are reasonable,
especially when what we mean by “reasonable” takes into account the in-
terests of the diverse peoples living in the Middle East, then shouldn’t we
publicize them broadly in the interests of gathering support from those
who now seem to hate us more every day? Wouldn't a reasonable peace
plan have helped bring the war to a more rapid conclusion, more convinc-
ingly encouraging the coup détat that the U.S. government encouraged us
would soon come to Iraq? Alas, it was the same in the Vietnam War. Our
government encouraged us to believe that the “light at the end of the tun-
nel” would result from “internal” divisions of the Vietnamese Commu-
nists, disagreements between the North Vietnamese and Chinese, even
the poor health and incipient death of Ho Chi Minh. Our hopes were as
fantastic and as macabre as the CIA’s infamous plot to poison the cigars
and beard of Fidel Castro.

Or is it that, as usual, at the end of the First Gulf War the United States
had no effective plan for peace, could not imagine any “linkage” that
would transform military action into human and social action of lasting
consequence? In the place of the terrible scenario for a nervous “peace” I
have sketched above, I ofter my own version. Acknowledge that the “new
global order” is not merely an occasion for the United States to take ad-
vantage of problems in Russia and China to reassert the same old U.S.
dominance in world affairs, but a genuine opportunity to create a “United
Nations” that will govern by way of the human diversity it is intended
to represent. Scrap the “Security Council.” Cancel Veto-Power. Let ev-
ery country admitted have one vote. Make consensus the aim for power-
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ful and binding decisions regarding such matters as military aggression.
Develop a genuinely multinational peace-keeping force, dividing the re-
sponsibility proportionately among the participating countries. Let this
new United Nations negotiate settlements of issues of clear international
consequence, and let this same United Nations delegate other issues of
more local consequence to “subcommittees” composed of the nations
in the region most immediately affected: in this case, a Middle Eastern
Conference called by the United Nations and conducted according to
general rules and guidelines established by the U.N. In effect, give the
United Nations the powers to debate and finally decide legal, territorial,
and economic issues of consequence to the world communities. In short,
do not send James Baker III to Geneva to negotiate with Tariq Aziz in the
“name” of the United Nations. After the Geneva Accords of 1954, who
could believe in such a fiction? Why else did those last-minute diplomat-
ic efforts collapse so quickly and so ludicrously?

Give the United Nations economic powers as well, so that this inter-
national body might impose long-term, effective economic sanctions
against an aggressor-nation. All the arguments about how the League of
Nations and then the United Nations have failed to bring about this new
means of reaching global consensus and resolving legally and economi-
cally such disputes must for the moment be put aside. We have never be-
fore tried to forge such an international body for judgment beyond the
logic of “balance-of-power” politics, outside the framework of European
colonialism, or in the aftermath of the Cold War. We have such an oppor-
tunity now.*>

If such a “peaceful solution” strikes you as naive, unworkable, or
hopelessly unrealistic, I ask you to consider one more factor. Those
who opposed this war were asked ceaselessly and rhetorically by other
concerned citizens, “But what can we do?” The implied answer to this
question is always the same: “We had no choice, but to pursue military
action against Iraq.” Of the many possible peaceful options available to
us and the United Nations before military action began, none was given a
reasonable chance to work.

We will not fight in the Persian Gulf with “one hand tied behind our
backs,” President George H. W. Bush insisted. And we would not lose
our “resolve” to “finish the job” that according to this logic we “left un-
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finished” in Vietnam. But President George H. W. Bush was wrong on
both accounts. To pit young men and women on both sides against smart
bombs and missiles, Abrams tanks and land mines—in short, to pit the
frail and precious human body against flying bits of sharpened metal—
this is indeed to fight “with one hand tied behind our backs,” the hand, in
short, that extends a human touch, a certain sympathy, not for a dictator
like Saddam Hussein but for the 17.5 million Iragis who suffer most from
this war and for the homeless, displaced, impoverished peoples of the
Middle East, who in their desperation look to Saddam Hussein as a hero.
To imagine that “war” is a “job to finish” only ignores utterly the lessons
of the Vietnam War. For some, it was our ignoble retreat from Vietnam—
from the rooftops of Saigon in 1975 or from the Paris Peace Talks in
1973—that led to the repressive regime in contemporary Vietnam. But
it was our conduct in that War that caricatured the best minds and talents
of the Vietnamese nationalist movements as vulgar Communists, as “en-
emies of the people,” while we supported a succession of thugs, crooks,
and megalomaniacs.

War is never a “job to finish,” as the veterans of the Vietnam War will
tell you. For those who fought and served in Vietnam, the war will never
be over. For the 58,000 Americans who died there, for the 75,000 who
committed suicide after they returned home, for the estimated 2 million
Vietnamese who died in the war, for the families who have suffered, and
for the veterans from all sides of our ugly war who still suffer Post-Trau-
matic Stress Disorder—for these and many other survivors of the Viet-
nam War, the parallels of this war, however “swift” and “surgical” it may
have been conducted on the battlefield, are to Vietnam, the war we lost
when we could not articulate the peace. The peace is made not when war
is over, but before war has begun. The “just war,” if such a notion is pos-
sible, depends not on arcane ethical debates, but on the promise of the
peace that will come from such war, so that we may assess the cost of our
brothers and sisters on both sides.

We have no plan for peace in the Middle East, no “policy” for the fu-
ture of the region, unless it is a “secret” plan worked out in the offices of
th