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74 Political Ideologies

production, its contribution to what was promptly—and darkly—described as a “new world.” Their vivid rep-
resentations of the destruction of the Twin Towers, accompanied by interpretations that were unwavering and
unquestioning, served a didactic end of fixing the images of American vulnerability while at the same time
testing the potential for cultural control.

The media produced not only an iconography of terror but a fearful public receptive to being led, first by
hailing a leader, the mayor of New York, Rudolf Giuliani, and then by following one, the president of the
United States, George W. Bush.’ As one pundit wrote approvingly, “the fear that is so prevalent in the country
[worked as] a cleanser, washing away a lot of the self-indulgence of the past decade” Washed in the blood of
the lambs ... Actually, those who could afford self-indulgence would continue to do so while those who could
not would send their sons and daughters to Afghanistan and Iraq.

September 11 was quickly consecrated as the equivalent of a national holy day, and the nation was sum-
moned to mourn the victims. Soon thereafter, when memory receded, the date itself was perpetuated and made
synonymous with terrorism.® On the second anniversary of the event “a senior White House official” explained
the two different rituals of grieving adopted by the president: “Last year you had an open wound, physically
and metaphorically. This year it is about healing— you don’t ever want to forget, and the war goes on, but the
spiritual need is different””’

September 11 was thus fashioned into a primal event, the principal reference point by which the nation’s body
politic was to be governed and the lives of its members ordered. From the crucified to the redeemer-nation.

But was it “holy politics” or wholly politics?® How was it possible for a notably gimlet-eyed administration, flaunt-
ing its prowess for unchristian hardball politics, to overlay its unabashed corporate culture with the cloak of piety
without tripping itself up? To be sure, its devotional mien would occasionally be joked about. The jokes, however,
would trail off, as though the jokesters themselves were uneasy about mocking some higher powers. That the over-
whelming majority of Americans declare they “believe in God” is likely to give pause tO expressions of irreverence.

In attempting to characterize an emerging symbolic system reported as “a spontaneous outpouring,” one
must bear in mind that, although pressures from the administration were undoubtedly at work, television
largely conscripted itself. Unprompted, stations replayed endlessly the spectacle of the collapsing Twin Towers
while newspapers, in a macabre version of Andy Warhol’s prediction of fifteen minutes of fame for everyone,
published continuing stories of heroism and self-sacrifice by firemen and police and thumbnail biographies of
individual victims.” The media then announced, disingenuously, that “9/11 had forever been printed on the
national consciousness.” Which is to say, the date was enshrined and readied, not merely to justify but to sanc-
tify the power of those pledged to be its avengers'.

In a society where freedom of speech, media, and religion are guaranteed, where quirkiness is celebrated
why was the result unison? How is it that a society that makes a fetish of freedom of choice can produce :
unanimity eerily comparable to that of a more openly coercive system? Is it a process like the “hidden hand

5 After Giuliani completed his term, he became an entrepreneur whose business advised governments and corporations on the arts ¢
leadership under conditions of extreme stress. In 2007 he announced his presidential candidacy and indicated that his actions in tI
aftermath of 9/11 would be his major qualification.

6 A notable fact about the contemporary political climate and its widespread fear is that when some striking event occurs, such as tl
power failure of August 14, 2003, when several of the northeastern states and parts of Canada were blacked out, the first response
authorities was to reassure the public that it was not the result of a terrorist attack. Yet a few weeks later, and a few weeks before the anr
versary of 9/11, officials of the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey (the body that had administered the World Trade Cente
released new audiotapes of the voices of victims trapped in the Twin Towers, thus ensuring that the events would remain fresh in t
public memory.

7 New York Times, September 10, 2003, A-11
8The pharse “holy politics” was used by an English divine, Richard Baxter, during the seventeenth century civil wars.

9 gubsequently the families of the victims were awarded sums equivalent to their expected earnings had they survived. Even death ha
salary scale. Meanwhile, the police and firefighters whose heroism was praised to the skies at the time were later unable to gain the w:
increase they had bargained for prior to 9/11.

10 At the memorial service commemorating the second anniversary Pentagon, the director of the FBI read this from Ephesians 6:12~
“We do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the aughorities, against the cosmic powers over the pres
darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places” Quoted in New York Times, September 12, 2003, A-19.
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76 Political Ideologies
er likely to be. Since

had a stark and brutal immediacy. Quantitatively they were as crudely “real” as reality is ev:
then the reality of that day has been reproduced ina variety of guises and practical applications that are, in their
own way, as amazing as the event invoked to justify them.

The nation was immediately declared to be at war against an enemy whose nature, number, and location
were largely unknown. Nonetheless, “‘enemy aliens” were rounded up and held under constitutionally dubious
conditions. The nation’s population was periodically placed on a state of alert. The powers of government were
expanded and made more intrusive, while simultaneously its social welfare functions were radically scaled
back. Amidst a faltering economy, widening disparities between social classes, and escalating national debt, the
administration responded by promoting its OWI version of “class actions.” It became more aggressively biased
in favor of the wealthier, while, equally significant, the less wealthy and poor remained politically apathetic,
unable to find a vehicle for expressing their helplessness. A provocative foreign policy was adopted with the aim
of releasing American power from the restraints of treaties and of cooperation with allies. “At some point;” a
senior administration official warned, “the Europeans with butterflies in their stomachs—many of whom didn't
want us to go into Afghanistan—will see that they have a bipolar choice: they can get with the plan [to invade
Iraq] or get off”13 New enemy states Were identified, not as hostile or enemy but as “evil,” and threatened. The
notion of preemptive war was embraced and put into practice against Iraq.

The general effect of this expansion of powers created a new world where everything became Jarger-than-life,
strange, filled with huge powers locked in a contest that would determine the fate of the world: “Axis of Evily
“weapons of mass destruction,” “civilization against barbarism.” The reality of September 11 became clothed in
a myth that dramatized an encounter between two world-contending powers and prophesied that after severe
trials and marvelous events the power blessed by the Creator would triumph over the evil power.

The mythology created around September 11 was predominantly Christian in its themes. The day was con-

verted into the political equivalent of a holy day of crucifixion, of martyrdom, that fulfilled multiple func-
tions: as the basis of 2 political theology, as a communion around a mystical body of a bellicose republic, as 2
warning against political apostasy, as a sanctification of the nation’s leader, transforming him from a powerful
officeholder of questionable legitimacy into an instrument of redemption, and at the same time exhorting the
congregants 10 a wartime militancy, demanding of them uncritical loyalty and support, summoning them as

participants in a sacrament of unity and ina crusade to “rid the world of evil” * Holy American Empire?

v

Myth, in its original form [in ancient Greecel, provided
answers without ever explicitly formulating the problems.
When [Greek] tragedy takes over the mythical traditions, it
uses them to pose problems to which there are no solutions.
—Jean-Pierre Vernant'®
Let us weigh the gain and the loss in wagering that God is.
Let us estimate these two chances. If you gain, you gain
all; if you lose, you lose nothing. Wager, then, without
hesitation that He is.

— Blaise Pascal'®
May God continue to bless America.

_ President George W. Bush

In the aftermath of September 11 the American citizen was propelled into the realm of mythology, a new and
different dimension of being, unworldly, where occult forces were bent on destroying a world that had been

-

13 Quoted in David Sanger, «UJ.S. Goal Seems Clear and the Team Complete,” New York Times, February 13, 2002, A-14.
14 president George W. Bush September 14, 2001, in the National Cathedral, cited in NSS, 5.

15 Myth and Society in Ancient Greece, trans. Janet Lloyd (Atlantic Highlands, N.J.: Humanities Press, (19741, 1980), 196.
16 Blaise Pascal, Pensées, trans. william Finlayson Trotter (London: Dent 1948), no. 233, p.67.
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78 Political Ideologies

The mythical is also nourished from another source, one seemingly more incongruous than the scientific-
technological culture. Consider the imaginary world continuously being created and re-created by contempo-
rary advertising and rendered virtually escape-proof by the enveloping culture of the modern media. Equally
important, the culture produced by modern advertising, which seems at first glance to be resolutely secular and
materialistic, the antithesis of religious and especially of evangelical teachings, actually reinforces that dynamic.
Almost every product promises to change your life: it will make you more beautiful, cleaner, more sexually allur-
ing, and more successful. Born again, as it were. The messages contain promises about the future, unfailingly
optimistic, exaggerating, miracle—promising——the same ideology that invites corporate executives to exaggerate
profits and conceal losses, but always with a sunny face. The virtual reality of the advertiser and the “good news’
of the evangelist complement cach other, a match made in heaven. Their zeal to transcend the ordinary and their
bottomless optimism both feed the hubris of Superpower. Each colludes with the other. The evangelist looks
forward to the “last days; while the corporate executive systematically exhausts the world’s scarce resources.
Virtual reality has about it the character of unreality; of transcending the ordinary world and its common
smells and sights, its imiting rhythms of birth, growth, decline, death, and renewal. For Americans, the chosen
people of advertising, technology, capitalist orthodoxy, and religious faith, the greatest triumph of virtual reality is
war, the great unexperienced reality. Ever since the Civil War Americans have fought wars ata distance: in Cuba,
the Philippines, France, on almost every other continent in World War 11, then in Korea, Vietnam, the Middle
Fast. War is an action game, played in the living room, or a spectacle on a screen, but, in either case, not actually
experienced. Ordinary life goes on uninterruptedly: work, recreation, professional sports, family vacations. After
9/11 terrorism becomes another virtual reality; experienced only through its re-created images, its destructiveness
— wonders) absorbed through the spectacle of the occasional and hapless terrorist or captive journalist put on
public display. In contrast, official policy decrees that the coffins of dead soldiers are not to be seen by the public.

vi

In an age poised between the scientific rationalism of modernity and a deeply skeptical postmodernity for
which truth or fact is simply “another story” and irony a badge of courage, myth is no straightforward matter,
no “easy sell” to a generation for whom cynicism is second nature. For reality to be transmuted into popular
mythology certain conditions had to obtain, or be created; only then could the mythic become a defining ele-
ment in both the popular understanding of the post-September 11 world and the self-justifying rhetoric of the
governing elite. That susceptible public is one whose secularism is continually overestimated and its credulous-
ness underestimated, especially by liberals. There were many who believed in a virtual reality and marvels long
before they were simulated. Additionally, when myth emerges, notina prescientific or pretechnological world,
but in a power-jaded world accustomed to scientific revolutions and technological marvels (cloning, man on
the moon), and, at the same time, credulous—for such an audience myth has to portray prodigies of power that
are both familiar and uncanny. Not space aliens armed with the weaponry of a more advanced civilization, an
“above world;” but their opposite: primitive, satanic, invisible denizens of an “underworld” who (through devi-
ous money-laundering schemes) are able to purchase and operate contemporary technology. The power-jaded
world, so jaded it names its own mythical champion “Superpower” after a comic strip character, will engage ter-
rorism for control of the world. Before that contest can be cleanly represented, before power can be mythified,
it needs a new world, a fresh context at once mythical and believable, though not necessarily credible.

When myth begins to govern decision-makers in a world where ambiguity and stubborn facts abound, the
result is a disconnect between the actors and reality. They convince themselves that the forces of darkness poSsess
weapons of mass destruction and nuclear capabilities; that their own nation is privileged by a god who inspired
the Founding Fathers and the writing of the nation’s constitution; and that a class structure of great and stubborn
inequalities does not exist. A grim but joyous few see portents of a world that is living out “the last days.

That disconnect raises the question of what kind of politics could best restore reality, could press decision-
makers to take account of it. Is it a politics dominated by a combination of the elite and the elect? ora politics
more closely connected, not with “the” reality nor with those who are convinced of their power to remake real-
ity on their own terms—a politics, rather, involving and representing those for whom reality is more stubborn,
more a fact of life that has to be engaged daily?
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