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      It is often said that the concept of “crisis” is associated with the ideas both of “danger” and “opportunity.” That there is danger is clear. We are reminded every day that there is the danger of permanent war, of economic collapse, of sovereign bankruptcy, and environmental catastrophe. What we hope becomes clear in this book, however, is that opportunity is also all around us. We believe that the above conditions are intimately connected to the rise and persistence of militarism in the United States and the Western world, but when we look just below the surface we see opportunities to work for change. Artists, comedians, street performers, writers, musicians, and activists of all kinds have joined forces with traditional political actors to persist in exposing militarism in U.S. life. So our thanks first go to all the performers, writers, activists, and legions of creative people whose efforts to undermine militarism have provided us with so much raw material to analyze and to highlight.
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      Geoff Martin would like to thank a number of his professors over the years who have taught him a great deal about U.S. politics, foreign policy, and American studies more generally. At Purdue University in West Lafayette, Indiana, he benefited from the teaching and guidance of Julie Erfani, Myron Hale, Michael Stohl, Rolf Theen, and Michael Weinstein. He also owes a debt of gratitude to Robert W. Cox and James N. Rosenau, both of whom recognized the importance of culture in the study of global relations and foreign policy before it was fashionable to do so. Finally, being a young academic in the last twenty years has not been easy. He is grateful to his late father, J. Robert Martin, and his mother, Lois F. (Morell) Martin, for their unstinting support over the years. The Martins and Morells, the Joneses and the Cassidys, and our other cousins in the human family, built a society in the twentieth century out of the ruins of war that was progressive and worth saving. It is that vision as much as anything that is now under threat and which we must defend.

    

  


  
    
      Introduction

    


    
      Without war, ancient civilization could not have existed. . . . We shall see that modern society, on the other hand, would be destroyed by war.


      —Gugliemo Ferrero, 18991


      The year 2009 opened on an optimistic note. The American public elected a “change” candidate, Barack Hussein Obama, to the White House. The world witnessed greater jubilation in the United States than it had seen in decades. Candidate Obama promised to change the usual way of doing things in Washington, D.C., by ending the war and pulling out of Iraq, by repairing U.S. relationships with its North Atlantic (NATO) allies, and by bringing fiscal sanity back to the U.S. federal government. With a Democratic Congress and president, surely it was only a matter of time before the United States would free itself from the grip of the madness of militarism that had defined its domestic and foreign policy since 9/11.


      For eight years, the United States and the world lived with a U.S. president who seemed to have little regard for U.S. or global public opinion, international law, alliance relations, democracy and liberalism, or the good sense of people of good will. That president was sworn into office in January 2001 under the cloud of a disputed election. Eight months later, he was eager to declare himself a “wartime president” after a small group of predominantly Saudi terrorists crashed U.S. domestic airliners into the two main towers of New York’s World Trade Center, the Pentagon, and a farmer’s field in Pennsylvania. In the seven years that followed, under that president’s leadership, the U.S. Congress voted to restrict civil liberties, expand police and military powers, cut income taxes twice, borrow from future generations, narrow the separation between church and state, start wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, continue with financial deregulation, and establish secret prisons both outside and inside the United States, among many other measures. That new Conservative age (and Republican majority), which some, like White House advisor Karl Rove, thought would last for a generation or more, appears to have come to an end.


      Yet, as each month of the Obama era unfolds, increasing numbers of concerned citizens and global observers see hope for a peace agenda and the promise of a change in foreign policy dissipating. Since taking office, continuity has outweighed change in the president’s decisions as well as those of the Democratic Congress. An early disappointment came in Obama’s February 27, 2009, speech at Camp Lejeune, South Carolina, where the president backed away from his campaign commitments to end U.S. overseas wars,2 shortly followed by the decision to restart military tribunals to charge and try captured prisoners from the “War on Terror.” The new administration ruled out investigations of Bush administration officials who justified and authorized “aggressive interrogation techniques,” like “water-boarding,” which the Obama administration has equated with torture. The fact that senior Bush officials could be charged for “waging an aggressive war,” among the highest of crimes against humanity, is not even mentioned. There is no sign that the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act (FISA) will be amended to give Americans back the rights of privacy that were taken away in the Bush era. President Obama’s decision to appoint General Stanley A. McChrystal, former commander of the secretive Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC), as supreme U.S. commander for Afghanistan raised eyebrows because of allegations of JSOC involvement in torture and assassinations.3 The Obama administration proposes to continue to increase military spending, to escalate the war in Afghanistan, and very possibly to continue to station a large number of U.S. forces in Iraq on permanent bases over the long term.


      To the surprise of many, President Obama won the 2009 Nobel Peace Prize, a controversial decision, as he himself admitted, “because I am at the beginning, and not the end, of my labors on the world stage.” Whether the prize was awarded because of the relief that he was not George W. Bush, or to encourage the better angels of his character, or to reward him for his first six months in office, is the subject of considerable debate.4 The president’s acceptance speech, delivered on December 10, 2009, in Oslo, Norway, is important because it provided a clear indication that Candidate Obama was long gone, replaced by a leader who accepts the bipartisan, establishment view common to virtually every administration from FDR through Clinton. Even as he quoted from both Martin Luther King Jr. and Gandhi, Obama reaffirmed virtually every article of faith of the United States as a militaristic global power. He said that war of some type is inevitable, based on a pessimistic view of the “facts” of human nature, and that as president he reserves the right to use the military to protect the United States and its interests. He presents the United States as always the victim, and never the aggressor. Even as the Western countries were contemplating negotiations in Afghanistan, Obama was saying that there is evil in the world and “negotiations cannot convince al-Qaeda’s leaders to lay down their arms.” In the Middle East “the conflict between Arabs and Jews seems to harden,” and apparently the superpower has played no role in enabling this over many decades. In the last sixty years, the United States was a force for peace and freedom in the world, and prevented World War Three. He says that “the instruments of war do have a role to play in preserving the peace,” though “war promises human tragedy.” Further, at the heart of war there are “two seemingly irreconcilable truths—that war is sometimes necessary, and war at some level is an expression of human folly.”5 This speech may turn out to contain the kernel of an “Obama Doctrine,” which is that apart from certain aspects of the George W. Bush era, he embraces the mainstream, bipartisan mythology and common cause of the twentieth-century presidents.


      The concerns are not only about the presidency, but about Congress as well, along with many other social institutions. In late May 2009, the U.S. Senate voted 90–6 to strip funding for closing Guantánamo’s Camp X-ray, the United States’ controversial prison camp for War-on-Terror detainees located in Cuba. (Only three senators voted against the larger $91 billion funding bill for the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, despite the continuing unpopularity of those wars.) This act of defiance by the president’s own party was based largely on fear, on the fear that somehow these captives, whom it is assumed are a threat to the United States, will be released onto U.S. streets or back to their home countries, only to rejoin terrorist organizations. Senate Republicans spent weeks whipping up this fear and in the end a large majority of Senate Democrats sided with them. A campaign promise to rethink how the United States treats detainees was realized by the announcement of the trial of Khalid Sheikh Mohammed in the U.S. District Court in New York, though Attorney General Eric Holder then reversed himself and said he will be tried elsewhere. Others will be tried in front of military commissions. While Obama has announced at least a one-year delay in closing Guantánamo’s Camp X-ray, with Congress’s support the bulk of the remaining Guantánamo detainees will be relocated to an empty prison in Thompson, Illinois.6 Closure does not mean release.


      The fact that we are witnessing policy continuity instead of the much-desired and promised transformational change in the United States’ relations with the global community reflects the persistence of militarism. Militarism is an approach to the world in which global problems are defined primarily as military problems, where the first response of political leadership, and a segment of the population, is the resort to force, and where pride of place in American life is given to the military and to a culture of violence. Chalmers Johnson, who has provided such a cogent critique of the “blowback” of aggressive American foreign policy, has noted that for militarism to be present, there must be “the emergence of a professional military class and the subsequent glorification of its ideals”; the “preponderance of military officers or representatives of the arms industry as officials of state policy”; and the “devotion to policies in which military preparedness becomes the highest priority for the state.”7 In this book, we will demonstrate that these conditions exist in contemporary American society, and that they are reinforced by our popular culture; a military-industrial-entertainment culture that sells war through our games and leisure activities. But that which can be created and reinforced through popular culture can also be undermined by it and artists, performers, and activists are using creative tools to mobilize resistance to militarism.


      Despite the partisan change in the United States in 2008, militarism does not seem to have been weakened. If anything, it may be pursued in a more “competent” manner, compared to the specific tactics of the Bush era. This is reminiscent of the transition from President Eisenhower to Kennedy, in which, by pointing to a false Soviet advantage in missile technology (the so-called missile gap), John F. Kennedy promised to prosecute the Cold War more competently, thereby escalating the intensity of conflict between the two global superpowers.


      In July 2009 a poll conducted in twenty countries representing more than 60 percent of the world’s population found that in fifteen of nineteen countries—excluding the United States—the majority saw Washington as bullying other countries with the threat of its powerful military. In seventeen of nineteen countries, according to the poll, the United States was seen as not obeying international law.8 Even domestically, a July 2009 poll showed that a majority of Americans opposed both the war in Afghanistan and the war in Iraq with 63 percent opposed to the war in Iraq and 53 percent opposed to the war in Afghanistan.9 On December 1, 2009, President Obama announced his own troop surge in Afghanistan, which will put thirty thousand more troops in that country over eighteen months.10 Not including private mercenaries, this will put U.S. and allied forces up to 137,000, which exceeds the Soviet commitment in the 1980s. President Obama got a short-term boost from the announcement, according to the Quinnipiac University National Poll of December 8, 2009. That poll indicates that by a margin of 58 to 37 percent, Americans approve of Obama’s decision to send thirty thousand more combat troops to Afghanistan, and by 60 to 32 percent they approve the president’s plan to begin withdrawing combat troops from Afghanistan in July 2011. Interestingly, by a 45 to 40 percent margin respondents do not believe that this last promise will be kept.11


      So how do we explain the continued militarist policies of the new administration and Congress in light of the opposition expressed by American and world opinion? For some observers, this continuity can be explained by the role of money in U.S. politics. Barack Obama raised $750 million for his primary- and general-election campaigns and he accumulated some major political debts, as did members of Congress. Given the context of a political establishment where accumulating money and power are the highest values, continuity in U.S. behavior can be seen as the result of conceding to pressure from a multitude of interests who want overseas trading and investment opportunities, and access to and control over natural resources, such as oil and natural gas, in their pursuit of an expansion-oriented capitalist economy. Military power is a means of achieving or guaranteeing these goals. Other observers would emphasize that as a superpower—the world’s lone military superpower—the United States will always be concerned with its position, and will always fear being knocked off the “top of the hill” by an upstart, whether it is China, the European Union, or a revived Russia. Third, some observers point to pro-Israel political forces in the United States, whether Jewish, Christian, or otherwise, as an explanation for many aspects of U.S. foreign policy, particularly in the Middle East.


      While there is merit in each of these arguments, and while a single explanation is unlikely to explain fully a complex phenomena like the continuity of militarism, the central argument of this book is that the continuity of militarism in U.S. life and foreign and defense policy is related to many decades in which U.S. domestic popular culture has tended to reinforce rather than undermine militarism. Andrew Martin notes that there are important links between popular culture and militarism:


      Popular culture in the United States is where war comes from and where it is made possible—even desirable—and it is where it ends up, as the lived experience of war is fed back to us in displaced forms and narratives. It is one of the key sites where social norms and identities are constructed and valorized; it is where culture in all its complex tangles of residual, dominant and emergent forms overlaps and is enfolded back into structures of authority and control. It is through this process that the lived experience of insecurity, of uncertainty about the motives and aims of outsiders (the possible evil ones), are best viewed both as constructs and as constructed.12


      This culture of militarism means that in so many instances, the political leadership’s first response to any challenge is to consider the use of military force, and they do this counting on significant support from the American public. The government uses popular culture symbols as they call for support for war and the culture industries and consumers respond through the production and consumption of cultural products that support the war. Criticism of the war is also expressed through popular culture, as resistors signal their opposition through creative cultural expression. An example of this can be currently seen in the debate over Afghanistan as the “good war.”


      Afghanistan as the “Good War”: “Our Cause Is Just”


      Shortly after his election, President Obama announced that he would send almost 20,000 more troops to Afghanistan, increasing by nearly 50 percent the 36,000 American troops already there, and as we have seen he announced a further increase in December 2009.13 Afghanistan is now being portrayed as the “good war,” especially compared to Iraq, by the president and other supporters of a militarist American foreign policy. The notion of the “good war” comes from the noble cause of World War II, a war that garnered tremendous popular support because the United States and the world faced a clear threat from the aggression of Germany and Japan, and in victory the United States was rich, powerful, and magnanimous. The opposite of a “good war” is one in which the reasons for U.S. involvement are not clear and victory was not achieved. In Korea, the United States achieved only a stalemate, and in Vietnam, a quagmire with tremendous loss of life on all sides. Public opinion turned against the war in Iraq as it became clear that the premise for the war was based on false claims and that a liberation of the Iraqi people would not be swiftly achieved. Thus the Iraq War, or Bush’s war, is being characterized as the bad war, while rhetoric mounts to justify the continuation of the war in Afghanistan.


      Obama’s announcement of the first troop escalation in Afghanistan was accompanied by leading political pundits and think tank commentators expressing their support for the “good war” in Afghanistan and echoing a series of talking points that make the case for the development of a renewed Afghan mission. Peter Bergen supports “winning the good war” by arguing that the United States must stay the course in Afghanistan and that the United States has the capacity to be successful there, and can improve the welfare of the country, where the British and Soviets did not.14 The normally liberal Center for American Progress (CAP) issued a report that could have come from the Bush administration, advocating short-, medium-, and long-term goals for the United States in Afghanistan, which involve a significant troop and aid increase in that country over the next five to ten years.15 In addition, U.S. allies who are participating in the Afghanistan mission, including the United Kingdom, Canada, and Australia, also are using “good war” imagery to justify the war in the face of their own skeptical, domestic publics.16


      But many progressive commentators, who provided accurate and insightful cautions about the original rush to war in Iraq, are skeptical about seeing Afghanistan as the “good war”—one that has to be fought and won at all costs. John Pilger, a reliable war correspondent of long standing, challenges the idea that the Afghanistan War is a “noble effort,” certainly a core requirement of the “good war” school. He refutes this by discussing his efforts to meet with “Marina,” an activist of the Revolutionary Association of Afghanistan Women (RAWA), in Kabul; this is difficult because in post-Taliban Afghanistan she and her sisters risk arrest for their activities, and must keep a low profile. She understands, Pilger tells us, that Western motives in the Afghanistan War are not noble, but as we see all too often, motivated by the goals of acquiring more power and treasure. As Pilger says, “The truth about the ‘good war’ is to be found in compelling evidence that the 2001 invasion, widely supported in the west as a justifiable response to the 11 September attacks, was actually planned two months prior to 9/11.” He points out that the Clinton administration had signed a secret memorandum with the Taliban for the construction of a natural gas pipeline, but the Taliban appeared to be losing ground to the Northern Alliance and therefore were not a stable and reliable partner. In early 2001 the Taliban proposed to oust Osama bin Laden, by exiling him to Peshawar, Pakistan. Pilger continues: “A tribunal of clerics would then hear evidence against him and decide whether to try him or hand him over to the Americans. Whether or not this would have happened, Pakistan’s Pervez Musharraf vetoed the plan.”


      In July 2001, fed up with the Taliban, the United States decided that in the coming months it would bomb the country and oust the Taliban government.17 The “unexpected” attacks of 9/11 made it easy for the Bush administration to get domestic support. We say “unexpected” because on August 6, 2001, President Bush received a president’s daily brief entitled “Bin Ladin Determined to Strike in the U.S.”18 At its root this is hardly a noble war, forged as it is in the desire for geopolitical control and access to energy. Osama bin Laden was wanted in the United States before 9/11, because of his past attacks on U.S. assets, but apprehending him was not the highest priority for either the Clinton or Bush administrations.


      Tariq Ali also convincingly demonstrates the Afghanistan is not a “good war,” but he does this by showing that this war was never a “struggle of good versus evil,” another typical core value. Rather, the U.S.-led effort there is a bundle of contradictions. The United States and its allies invaded Afghanistan after 9/11 with little understanding of the country and the situation has not improved since. As Ali points out, the Western state-building project in Afghanistan was flawed from the beginning, for it aimed “to construct an army able to suppress its own population but incapable of defending the nation from outside powers; a civil administration with no control over planning or social infrastructure, which are in the hands of Western NGOs; and a government whose foreign policy marches in step with Washington’s. It bore no relation to the realities on the ground.”19 Those realities included an ethnically diverse country, dominated by various regional strongmen who are more than prepared to take over from where the ousted Taliban left off. The initial U.S. choice for president, Hamid Karzai, runs a government characterized by massive corruption which is barely able to control its own capital city, let alone the country. It was the preference of the British and U.S. governments that someone other than Karzai win the 2009 election, but because he successfully rigged that election, and because his main challenger refused to contest a runoff election against him, Hamid Karzai will rule for the next five years, or less, if he is removed by force.20


      This view is not just held by the contrarian left. While most of the media coverage parrots the line that Afghanistan always was and still is a war worth continuing to fight, there have always been military officers and intelligence operatives, usually retired, who have challenged the common view of the Afghanistan War. In 2009, a documentary entitled “Security” was released by the “Rethinking Afghanistan Project” and provides new revelations of diplomats and intelligence officials who dissent from the Bush and Obama view of the Afghanistan War. Robert Baer, former CIA field operative in the Middle East and the author of See No Evil, says: “The notion that we are in Afghanistan to make our country safer is complete bullshit.” Further, Graham Fuller, a former CIA station chief in Kabul, says that: “Both wars have made the world much more dangerous for Americans and for any American presence overseas.”21


      In December 2009 President Obama pushed the “good war” claim a little further, making the claim that “our cause is just.” While he did not quite go so far as to invoke “just war doctrine” on behalf of the Afghanistan War, in his speech to cadets at the U.S. Military Academy, he did go to great lengths to argue for the justice of the Afghani war, compared to Iraq and especially in comparison to the U.S. war in Vietnam.22


      The fact that governments, military leaders, and political pundits are using the term the “good war” (or even “just war”), in justifying the war in Afghanistan is not an accident. The term is consciously chosen because it resonates with cultural associations that will help to sell the war to the public as a legitimate and worthy cause. Carl Boggs and Tom Pollard explain in their book The Hollywood War Machine that the Office of War Information began a propaganda campaign in 1941 to “forge a deep cultural orientation toward warfare as a method for protecting U.S. national interests—in other words, to instill in the vast majority of Americans an ethos of the good war.”23 The film industry embarked on the production of patriotic pro-war films that built support for World War II but that also romanticized and enabled U.S. militarism for decades afterwards. Boggs and Pollard examined scores of Hollywood films and they characterize the “good war” formula as containing the following elements: (1) that the military campaign is a wholly noble one, which makes combat possible to bear; (2) that the war is a struggle between good and evil and the opponent is therefore devoid of human qualities; (3) that the conflict revolves around predominantly white, male heroism; (4) that military units are diverse in ethnic and class terms, and that the military goals are widely accepted among the groups they represent; (5) the soldiers possess professional and stoic heroism in the face of battle; and (6) the armed unit is cohesive and has its own set of rules, which an outsider must adopt to be accepted.24 When the government, military, and think tank fellows advocate in favor of continuing the U.S. war in Afghanistan they are calling on our conscious and unconscious familiarity with these Hollywood themes in order to convince us to stay the course, and support the war. As Boggs says, the focus of the Good War theme in the movies is on “noble American military triumphs over evil monsters” in which the “the larger motifs of patriotism, male heroism, and essential goodness of U.S. military action were taken for granted.”25


      With the campaign in Afghanistan being characterized as a “good war,” we see fresh examples of the ways in which cultural products can both support and oppose policy. There has been an explosion of new merchandise to help people show their support for the war, and persuade others of its value, including buttons, coffee mugs, barbeque aprons, t-shirts, and other items. There are racist bumper stickers for your car that have slogans, such as “Al Qaeda Hunting Club” and “I do not brake for turbans,” which threaten violence and portray Arabs as subhuman prey. Then there are the blood-thirsty messages that you can emblazon on your coffee cup, such as “Understanding Terrorism One Bullet at a Time,” “Pro-torture—It’s Fun to Make Terrorists Cry,” and “If We Weren’t Supposed to Kill People, God Wouldn’t Let Us Be So Good at It.” Third, there is the glorification of the military and the sentiment of “supporting the troops,” but with a negative edge, such as on T-shirts for soldiers and their fellow travelers, with phrases such as “Me at Work, Doing the Job That Cowards Won’t Do,” “Land of the Free Because of the Brave,” and “Get Behind Our Troops or Get in Front of Them.” Finally, the militarist sentiment that blames those who oppose the United States’ willingness to engage in permanent war can be found on barbecue aprons that bear slogans such as “PEACE Kills,” “Give War a Chance, That’s All We Are Saying,” and “It’s about Liberty, Stupid.”26


      Nor is it the case that satire and irony are dead now that Obama is in power, as though all the satirists and bloggers were simply puppets of the mainstream of the Democratic Party. David McGinn floated this idea in Toronto’s National Post around inauguration day, quoting Nicholas Kristof
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