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The Self and Political Other (work in progress)

Hesiod’s Elemental Myth
If we the blissfully liable wards of the state are ever to drill our understanding deeper into
the light-swallowing core of American politics - like the grave king said to the white
rabbit — it would be prudent to: "Begin at the beginning and go on till you come to the
end -thenstop.” ! So, heeding far-sighted counsel, let us begin with one of Homer's less
celebrated contemporaries and stop when we arrive at some kind of end that has
punctured a vein fransporting a current rich enough to reveal the political DNA of who
we are, where we've been, and the broken down station that lies at the end of the
tracks built by souls lost in time.

In Works and Days, the Greek poet Hesiod (circa 700 BC) attempts to illustrate
human origins through the “Myth of the Metals™:

The race of men that the immortals who dwell on Olympus made first of all was of
gold. [...] Asecond race after that, much inferior, the dwellers on Olympus made
of silver. [...] Then Zeus the father made yet a third race of men, of bronze, not
like the silver in anything.” 2

Gold, silver, bronze... no... not the forged medallions draped around bare-backed
athletes, but rather the elemental ingredients for a natural explanation and continual
perpetuation of a social class system. Yet, it is not the class system that pulls our focus,
instead it is the ancient concept of “myth” and its power to order and govern societal
worldview — whether it is the archaic and classical Greeks or the post-enlightened and
postmodern Americans — that beats the heart of the matter.3 To realize, if only in a small
dose, the ability of myths to create social institutions that — for better or worse — carry the
potential fo keep the demos (udaleg), or the masses bound into the cave, we should
consider how this simple Boeotian farmer-poet’s noble lie may still shape the contour of
the American political horizon nearly three millennia later.

Classical Version: The Noble Lie

Beyond Hesiod's text, it is in Plato’s Republic (circa 360 BC) that the Myth of the Metals is
fashioned into its most acknowledged and influential political incarnation. In Book lll, the
dispossessed Socrates explains to his interlocutor Glaucon the need to create political
rulers who love the polis (TTOAn), or city because they see the city’'s advantage as
infimately connected with their own. Although a seemingly endless stream of rewards
and honors and a tightly disciplined education serves to deepen the rulers’ love for the
city, Socrates also asserts the political expediency of the classical myth, or the “noble lie”
to ensure that the tenuous balance between public and private interest is properly
maintained: 4

“"Could we,"” | [Socrates] said, “somehow contrive one of those lies that come into
being in case of need, of which we were just now speaking, some one noble lie
to persuade, in the best case, even the rulers, but if not them, the rest of the
citye” s

Able to persuade all three classes: rulers (gold), guardians (silver), artisans (bronze),
Socrates’ noble lie fashions the image that all had sprung from the same patch of earth,
an initial step required to proactively repress the natural question: why would | give my
loyalty to these individuals as opposed to others? The preliminary stage of the lie



functions most efficiently as a type of “inclusion” mechanism that bands naturally
dissimilar human beings together as brothers and citizens in order to defend the
motherland from which they were all mythologically conceived. Since the Great
Expulsion from the Garden and Cain’s building of the first city (hamed after his son
Enoch), it is the view of both classical and modern political philosophy that all Cities
(states being the modern equivalent) have been established through the unjust
acquisition of the land and treasure of others. ¢ If the city is the child of injustice, then the
city is rightfully subject to domination by right of the stronger and the annexation of its
land and freasure by foreign invaders. In the pale light of this political consequence, the
first stage of the noble lie provides a natural foundation for the common defense against
the eventuality of both internal revolutionaries and external armies by arfificially bonding
all citizens of the city.

With the foundation of a “shared origins” skillfully laid, the second stage of the
noble lie employs Hesiod's myth to construct a natural, yet mobile class system among
these newly formed citizens. The natural inequality of human gifts and talents must be
legitimized by being both expressed in the social institutions and reinforced by the laws of
the regime. Nonetheless, Socrates does not desire a rigid and fixed class system based
solely on affluence or birthright, but rather a more instinctive arrangement that provides
mobility based on the virtue of aréte (Gpet), or moral excellence and the unequal
distribution of gifts and talents. The unmoving dilemma Socrates’ proposition faces lies in
the deepest and darkest recesses of humanity — selfish desire. In every society, the
powerful will always hunger and often gain more while the weak are conditioned and
often coerced into settling for considerably less. In order to circumvent this injustice and
amplify the collective good of the city, in exchange for the privilege of governance the
rulers’ private privileges and property must be stripped from them. It is af this point that
Hesiod's myth becomes most convenient as it supplies a divinely endorsed and natural
explanation for a mobile class system that allows its citizens to pursue the end that best
fits their natural talents. 7 To reinforce the concept of mobility that underlies this system,
Socrates declares that a silver child is occasionally born to a gold parent and a gold
child is sometimes born to a bronze parent and so forth. Considering this thread of
mobility, the assessment of the “metal” in one’s soul, or one’s natural gifting is a vital
component of classical education. Itis essential to the proper functioning of the city that
those with the gifts and talents o rule do so, and that those with born to serve as
auxiliaries and artisans perform those functions that apply their related qualities. 8

So — my readers and only friends — the noble lie is designed to provide humans
reasonable grounds for resisting their powerful selfish desires in the name of the common
good as a city driven by selfishness will not endure. In order to avoid, or at least delay,
this inevitable self-destruction, the noble lie creates institutions that assist humans in
mastering their desires so that those who possess a deep eros for the truth will govern the
city beyond their appetites for power and possessions. A just city can only subsist when
these “golden” individuals rule in such a way that permits and encourages its citizens to
live excellent and virtuous lives marked by wisdom, justice, temperance, and courage.

Modern Version: The Clever Lie

While Socrates takes up Hesiod’s noble lie as a shield that guards against the
fragmenting effects of human selfishness, the exiled third son of an attorney Niccolo
Machiavelli makes clever use of myths to mask the self-interested motives of the
powerful. While the classics and the moderns both stipulated man’s deeply entrenched
egoism, they disagreed on how to freat it in political community. Machiavelli's The
Prince (1513) represents the great ideological shift away from the classical and rather
"utopian” vision of the State toward a more modern, “practical” regime not informed by
the same flights of fancy as its antecedent. Machiavelli — a disinclined witness to the



abuses of power by the Florentine ruling class and the Roman Catholic Church — wrote
with regard fo a “radical departure” from the classical notion of government and
championed a more pragmatic approach to statecraft:

But since my intention is to write something useful for anyone who understands it,
it seemed more suitable fo me to search after the effectual truth of the matter
rather than its imagined one. And many writers have imagined for themselves
republics and principalities that have never been seen nor known to exist in
reality; ¢

With a banner signaling the search after an “effectual” truth of the state rather than an
“imagined” one, Machiavelli births a highly gravitational modern political philosophy that
pulls everything down from the fanciful and merely “imagined” classical republic fo the
“real” modern state where the telos (TéAog), or end is the selfish preservation of the rulers’
power through instfitutions, rather than its institutionalized resistance. In this bravely
myopic new world, the classical virtue of aréte has little to do with the selection of rulers;
for, as Machiavelli argues, ruin is often greedily heaped upon those who would attempt
to live a virtuous life. Like a child growing up with a lying politician for a father and a sex-
crazed nun for a mother , Machiavelli withessed the undeniable gap between how one
lives and how one ought to live, and he reasoned that anyone who abandons what is
done for what should be done learns his ruin rather than his preservation. As a result, he
surmised that it was necessary for a prince who wished to maintain his position fo learn
how not to be good, and fo either use or not use this knowledge according to necessity.
10

It was this acute examination of human hypocrisy that launched a philosophical
revolution and deposed the classical endeavor to preserve a city centered on virtue and
replaced it with a modern nation-state spawned from the political necessity to protect
the ascendancy of the Prince. Not only has Machiavelli created the concept of
realpolitik (political realism / practical politics) by altering the purpose of political
necessity, but he has also created a new anthropology and given conceived the
modern politician who dances to atonal sounds of modern ethics. If, in the name of real
world polifical pragmatism, we have thrown out the classical ruler who governs for the
common good, then what has replaced him2 Who is this modern prince and how does
he maintain order in the absence of a social tradition that, at least in theory, defers to
the common good at the expense of selfe Machiavelli gives this new prince a physical
form as he cites several real life examples, foremost of which is the ruthless commander
of the papal armies — Cesare Borgia (1474-1507). 7 As the incarnation of this new prince,
Borgia employed any means necessary to sustain the most practical of all political ends —
self-preservation. 12 If this is the modern political telos, then what are the means to this
end? Machiavelli, in short, endorses such means as the protection of a praiseworthy
appearance and the use of fear, which should both be wrapped within the protective
shroud of the “clever lie.”

With his rejection of the classical political paradigm that emphasizes a regime
based on transcendent ideals, Machiavelli is left with only the material world and the
arbitrary will of the prince. As a consequence, the shrewd prince must imprint his will
upon matter in order fo shape it info a mold that matches the contour of egocentric
desire. In order to do this, he must make clever use of a modern ethics based not on the
discovery and cultivation of moral excellence (aréte), but rather on the preservation of
those things that will garner praise and diminish blame in order to attain a life that is
powerful, honored, secure, and happy. '3 Desperate to attain these qualities, the
modern politician carries an ethics that can only envision a virfue such as honesty in
terms of its political utility:



...one sees from the experience of our fimes that the princes who have
accomplished great deeds are those who have cared little for keeping their
promises and who have known how to manipulate the minds of men by
shrewdness; and in the end they have surpassed those who laid their foundations
upon honesty. 14

While the state is preserved through the clever lie and its manipulation of
appearances —since it impossible to maintain appearances at all fimes — it is also
maintained through the clever use of fear. Although the prince cannot force the demos
fo love him when he has been exposed, he can make the masses fear him, which
renders fear the more practical solution to any revolutionary hazard. To this end,
Machiavelli cites the Carthaginian general Hannibal who commanded great loyalty
from his soldiers who (supposedly) never dissented. Such loyalty, according to
Machiavelli: “...never could have arisen from anything other than his inhuman cruelty,
which, along with his many other abilities, made him always respected...” 15 This prince,
this new man is one who skillfully wields the clever lie of appearances and the shrewd use
of fear to shape the masses to a will that sees the safeguarding of political power as the
only practical telos.

The Noble American Union

Accurately observing the great disparity between how one lives and how one ought to
live, Machiavelli calls forth the modern nation-state fabricated by political, religious,
economic, educational, and aesthetic institutions that disguise the selfish motives of the
rulers. Hopefully, peering back toward the classical vision of the city and modern state
illuminates, if only dimly, their American descendent and its own brand of political myth-
making and its unique forms of social control.

In order to free themselves from the rule of the King George lll (referred to as the
“Prince” in the founding document), it was required that a collection of diverse colonies
form a united state, which was, in part, created by the noble lie of inclusion seen in the
opening salvo: “When in the Course of human events it becomes necessary for one
people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another...” 16
Here, the "one people” referred to in the Declaration of Independence (1776) offers the
first stage of the classically conceived noble lie of inclusion that could fashion a regime
with a predisposition toward the maintenance of liberty. Laterin the Declaration, the
force of this myth is engendered by including "Enemies in War, in Peace Friends”
language that creates good citizens who would act on this mentality. In Book Il of the
Republic, Socrates compares the demeanor of these individuals to that of noble dogs
when he states: “You know, of course, that by nature the disposition of noble dogs is to
be as gentle as can be with their familiars and people they know and the opposite with
those they don't know.” 17 Itis these loyal and united guardian-citizens (or “citizen-
soldiers” in modern parlance) who possess the power to “throw off” the despotic tyrant,
and it is from these individuals that the new American rulers will emerge. According to
Socrates, the new rulers will surface from the guardian, or military class, and it is quite
interesting to note that the first American president was a kind of mythological war hero
who could “never tell alie.” Itis precisely this kind of seemingly virtuous ruler, or “*new
Guard,” who could best represent a newly formed people and provide for “their future
security.” 18

While the founders effectively used the inclusion aspect of the noble lie to defeat
their British oppressors, this political mechanism also sowed the seed that grew into the
American Civil War. The necessity of declaring British citizens - like their government and
the rest of mankind — “Enemies in War, in Peace Friends” is paradoxically both a cause



for the Revolution’s success and also grounds for the Union’s subsegquent, though
temporary failure roughly a century later. The new American State was uniquely
comprised of thirteen “free” states (generally divided into North and South) that would,
after a successful revolution, predictably adopt the same policy to maintain their own
autonomy before the federal system had yet to fully integrate intfo the American political
and social framework. As it happened, the Southern and Northern states would both
assume an internal “Enemies in War, in Peace Friends” posture, which resulted roughly in
200,000 combat deaths. Historically contextualized, just as Romulus slew Remus over who
enjoyed the favor of god, so too the American republic was reborn in fratfricide.
Championing states’ rights and citing Thomas Jefferson's Kentucky and Virginia
Resolutions (1798), seven Southern cotton states seceded from the classically
mythologized union and formed the Confederate States of America (1861). With an
insurmountable superiority in population and manufacturing production, the North was
eventually victorious over the weaker South. While the South represented, among other
things, the plague of racial slavery, it also possessed a lucrative economic engine that
the North could simply not afford to lose. With roughly half of the country sfill raw from
the defeat, Lincoln's “Gettysburg Address” (1863) effectively wove the inclusion lie back
info an American social fabric that had been rent by civil war. Lincoln's Address
endeavored to mend the tear of war by utilizing the inclusive aspect of the noble lie and
unite the "one people” and reshape a: “...government of the people, by the people, for
the people.” 17 While the noble lie was used in the Declaration to fuse the demos
together to shed an external power, it was employed again by Lincoln for political
preservation after the attempted internal revolution of a people it once helped to unify.

The Clever American State

In the case of both the Declaration and the “Gettysburg Address,” the need for a
fundamentally similar myth, or the noble lie of inclusion, appears compulsory in order to
establish a republic with institutions that preserve justice and guard against the
deteriorating effects of selfishness. However, while the beginning is always a very
delicate time, the crimson mushroom cloud of human corruption blooms just beyond the
horizon as the nobility of the founding revolution inevitably decays into tyranny.

Highly nuanced and grossly underpaid philosopher Leo Strauss identifies political
philosophy with the end of political action, which he defines as either “preservation or
change.” 20 While the end of political action with regard to the American founding was
revolutionary change and preservation in the case of the Union after the American Civil
War, what is the end of modern American political action2 Since empires cannot
advocate (internal) revolution, modern American political philosophy is most likely
guided by the action of preservation, which begs the question: what does the American
empire desire to preserve?

A state perched atop a pedestal of unbridled consumerism has undoubtedly
moved beyond any shadow of a comparison with Socrates’ founding city of “utmost
necessity,” which boasts citizens who do not produce nor consume “beyond their
means.” 21 Rather, the modern American state more closely resembles a kind of Socratic
“feverish” city marked by individuals who have become well-to-do slaves chained to
their bottomless appetites. When, inevitably, the noble lie of inclusion fails, the appetitive
division of the soul is unleashed and cannot be subdued apart from the blood sacrifice
on the altar of revolution, which begins the cycle (kbkAog) of regimes anew. 22 This most
inevitable of situations is explicitly announced when the grab for power is internalized
and the demos consumes at the expense of others as individuals are conditioned to seek
self-esteem by coveting the property of their neighbors. Empire, or the feverish soul write
large, has by definition moved beyond utmost necessity and is concerned with
preserving the feverishness (signified by acquiring the land and treasure of others) upon



which it is built. Predicting these citizens of empire, Socrates declares that they must be
gorged with a great “bulky mass of things,” which includes everything from the frivolous
gyrations of actors, feminine adornment, beauticians, great animal herds for slaughter,
and doctors to prescribe drugs to those who now adhere to a more gluttonous way of
life. 2 Now that the leviathan of American self-interest has been let loose, and if that
leviathan must be preserved, the great modern American political question becomes:
how can the state sustain itself in the face of the fragmenting effects of a feverish
empire?

Although certainly defective human beings like the rest of us, the American
founders employed the inclusion myth in an effort to create institutions that nurtured an
industrious, yet contemplative and classically virfuous life. However, roughly since the
end of WWII and the dawn of mass American consumption, Americans no longer taught
fo band together for a common good that nurtures the republican freedom for alll
individuals to live a life of moral excellence. Rather, Americans are now conditioned to
band together o preserve a "democratic freedom,” which is ubiquitously understood as
the liberty to indulge our appetites beyond the constraint of the common good. As a
conseqguence, this modern freedom is not achieved through self-sacrifice, but rather
through self-indulgence, which is a veiled form of imprisonment. From the rulers to the
artisans, we have become a society of slaves driven by the masters of our corporate
sponsored appetites, and we are only united in our quest to achieve a modern,
materialistic American Dream — the clever lie.

According to Machiavellian contention, myths only carry value when they are
used to protect and veil the interests of the prince. While Machiavelli generally believed
the prince to be a single individual, democracy tends to fransform the individual into the
masses as the mob, in effect, becomes the prince. The regime is not run by naturally
gifted rulers who possess no real appetite for power, but rather by egocentric
professional politicians who are elected via enormously influential economic institutions
and the masses who support them through their unrestrained consumption.
Paradoxically, it was the United States’ military success in WWII (in addifion to the virtual
annihilation of most of the industrialized world) that marked both the beginning and
ending of the American Empire. It was WWII that birthed, among other things, the vast
military-industrial complex (that Eisenhower warned against) and the transformation in
American foreign policy from a more classical, pseudo-isolationist approach to a more
modern, neo-conservative, and interventionist ethos.

For the classical political philosophers, the regime employs the noble lie to create
institutions that foster a domestic policy that attempts to stave off the state-fragmenting
effects of human selfishness. Moreover, the purpose and function of foreign policy is
limited to the necessity of self-preservation of a just and good regime. 24 Thus, the
temporary suspension of more isolationist classical foreign policy is required only when it
serves the ideals of ifs virtuous domestic policy. 25 In the Republic, Socrates argues that
such grabs must not overstep the “boundary of necessity” in order to maintain the good
regime based on virtue. 26 However, an underappreciated pragmatist, Socrates notes
that when a city becomes feverish, an inevitable desire for more land and resources will
arise to meet the ever-expanding appetites of its citizens. 27 It is the feverish city's lust for
more that is often the source of war, which also illuminates the noble lie's ability to cover
the harsh injustice of seizing the land and resources of others. Case in point, the fact that
U.S. citizens see themselves as "Americans" belies the fact that this land was taken from
those "native" a patch of earth south of cold and north of hot. Passed down through the
generations, the myth that we are all “one people” born from the same patch of earth
becomes so engrained in our collective psyche that Americans generally accept Woody
Guthrie’'s hymn that this “land is my land,” rather than a place unlawfully acquired from
others. In spite of this inherent injustice, classical philosophy generally argues that the



fundamental rightness or wrongness of political action or policy depended on the
rightness or wrongness of the political regime which it supports. So, while the noble lie
can effectively cover this founding injustice, it is also infended to preserve aregime
founded on more noble classical virtues. 28

The city, or state is the soul of man writ large and as the feverish city expands in
search of resources to safisfy its desires, it is those same desires that are the source of its
internal decay. For the city itself has become unjust, no longer in pursuit of moral
excellence, but rather in pursuit of material possessions put to use through hedonistic
pleasure. The end of modern American political action is no longer the classical pursuit
of the virtuous regime, but rather the pursuit of “*empire gain” as no-thing transcends the
material realm. 22 This modification in political ambition is mirrored by the historical shifts
in American foreign policy. In a speech delivered on July 4, 1821, John Quincy Adams
(one of the chief architects of early American foreign policy) invoked the “wise and
learned philosophers of the elder world” and declared that America:

...goes not abroad in search of monsters to destroy. She is the well-wisher to the
freedom and independence of all. She is the champion and vindicator only of
her own. [...] She well knows that by once enlisting under other banners than her
own, were they even the banners of foreign independence, she would involve
herself beyond the power of extrication, in all the wars of inferest and intrigue, of
individual avarice, envy, and ambition, which assume the colors and usurp the
standard of freedom. The fundamental maxims of her policy would insensibly
change from liberty to force.... She might become the dictatress of the world.
She would be no longer the ruler of her own spirit.... America's glory is not
dominion, but liberty. Her march is the march of the mind. She has a spear and a
shield: but the motto upon her shield is, Freedom, Independence, Peace. This has
been her Declaration: this has been, as far as her necessary intercourse with the
rest of mankind would permit, her practice. 30

Taking his cue from classical thinkers, Adams clearly understood the dangers of
becoming embroiled in foreign affairs "beyond the power of extrication," which would
cause the United States to assume the role of a "dictatress" known more by her use of
force than by her flame of liberty. Adams appeals to the peaceful pursuit of the higher
ideals and warns against interventionist foreign policy, even in the event of a foreign
struggle for independence.

In the Federalist Paper #43, James Madison appealed to the tfranscendent law of
nature and of nature's God, which declared that the: “...safety and happiness of society
are the objects at which all political institutions aim and to which all such institutions must
be sacrificed.” Itis this appeal to natural law (jus naturale) — ground of the sociall
confract — which obligates a nation's government to respect the “rights of humanity”
and secure the lives, liberties, and estates of its own citizens who gain these civil rights in
return for subjecting themselves to political authority. What is more, governments are not
naturally authorized to sacrifice their own citizens for the sake of other nations' citizens. 3!

In contrast to this more classically conservative foreign policy, a new power has
arisen in the realm of American political philosophy — neoconservatism. According fo
Brooklyn son and AElI emeritus Irving Kristol — generally known as a kind of "godfather" to
this movement — one of the three basic pillars of neoconservatism is a foreign policy that
centers on the idea that the U.S. is generally obliged to defend a democratic nation
under attack from non-democratic forces, external or internal. 32 |t is this brand of
interventionist foreign policy that underlies U.S. support for states such as Israel. Itis
possible, however, that this seemingly noble ambition covers more feverishly imperialistic,
empire-building motives that are rather closely aligned with the political principles of a



more modern liberalism that masks the grab for land and treasure. Kristol's ideas in this
arena are in the ideological lineage of Theodore Roosevelt who generally rejected the
traditionally conservative principles of the American founders who argued for a more
limited foreign policy. In "Expansion and Peace" (1899), Roosevelt wrote that the best
policy is a frank imperialism all over the world and: "...every expansion of a great civilized
power means a victory for law, order, and righteousness." 33

Itis this type of liberal, interventionist foreign policy that modern neocon thinkers
have adopted and named “benevolent hegemonism.” To this point, neo-conservatism
argues that the founding principles imply that America has a moral responsibility o make
the world more democratic. Such a position, | argue, has the effect of making the world
safer for the interests of the democratic prince, or a regime driven by powerful economic
entities and the appetitive masses that fuel them. Viewed in this light, benevolent
hegemonism manifests as a kind of Machiavellian clever lie that cloaks the intrinsic fiscal
interests of the American empire. In other words, such neocon foreign policy concepts
as “freedom” and "democracy” are revealed as clever lies when viewed in opposition
to the necessary grab for land and freasure that the U.S. must now undertake to support
its massive consumption habit. Eric Foner, the DeWitt Clinton Professor of History at
Columbia University, arficulated this concept nicely:

George W. Bush's second inaugural address cynically invoked noble ideals for
ignoble ends. In the course of twenty minutes, Bush used the words "free,"
"freedom" and "liberty" no fewer than forty-nine times. Freedom lies at the heart
of American political culture, and as groups from abolitionists fo modern-day
conservatives have realized, it gives legitimacy to political goals of all kinds. The
historic rallying cry of the dispossessed, freedom can also be what the
philosopher Nikolas Rose calls a “formula of power.” 34

In defense of a benevolent hegemony foreign policy widely used by the Bush Il
administration (though not limited to this regime), fear appears is a tactic megaphoned
fo the American demos at the very beginning of neoconservatism by Kristol who
wondered if the U.S. should go abroad in search of monsters fo destroy. Kristol and other
neocon thinkers have argued that the alternative is fo leave monsters on the loose,
ravaging and pillaging like Vikings invading the still darkened inhabitants of northern
Europe. Ifindeed there are monsters abroad, | argue that the U.S. must critically examine
its own role in both creating and confinuing to feed them, which are topics that have
been efficiently removed from American academic and political discourse. Sadly, one
must tfravel beyond the “patriotic” arm of homeland security to engage in such maftters.
In order to maintain the myth that America is the “freest country on earth,” the fear of
these “"monsters” is essential o the regime if it is to convince Americans to accept,
almost without dissent, the systematic dismantling of their private liberties in the name of
public safety. 35 The founding conservative sect generally argued that there always will
be monsters abroad; however, it is not the obligation of one state to solve the problems
of another. The classical thinkers understood that such endeavors would merely offer
fragmenting distractions from the highest purpose of a political regime, which is to order
foreign and domestic policy around the promotion of a noble and virtuous life for its own
citizens.

A Requiem for a Dream
The term "American Dream" first appeared in a historical text by James Truslow Adams
titled The Epic of America (1931):



If, as I have said, the things already listed were all we had to contribute, America
would have made no distinctive and unique gift fo mankind. But there has been
also the American dream, that dream of a land in which life should be better and
richer and fuller for every man, with opportunity for each according to his ability
or achievement. 3¢

In J.T. Adams early vision of the American Dream, he articulates a somewhat anti-
democratic view that not every human being is automatically entitled to the American
Dream simply because they are an American; rather, the "opportunity" to a achieve a
richer and fuller life is provided in measure with one’s ability. Adam'’s posifion
presupposes a reward system based on the law of nature, which accords varying levels
of particular abilities to each individual. This “natural” stance resonates with Hesiod's
Myth of the Metals, which creates a mobile class system that makes room for one's
natural talents. As Adams wrote in a pre WWII environment, | argue that his version of a
“richer" and "fuller" life was not necessarily one marked by material gain, but rather a life
made more complete by the refining presence of moral, spiritual, and intellectual virtues.

Restating an earlier argument, WWII was the high water mark of a more classical
American regime generally dedicated to fostering a society with institutions that
aftempted to guard against the destructive effects of human selfishness. However, with
the dawn of the military-industrial complex and the American empire, the U.S. was
fransmuted into an exceedingly affluent society with an economy that has become
desperately dependent on massive and conspicuous consumption. As a result, the
Adams’ American Dream has also been transformed from one that sought virtuous ends
and respected the common good, to one that functions as a clever lie to keep the
masses engaged in perpetual labor designed to keep the empire’s economic engine
functioning. In general, Americans have shockingly little regard for the common good
because they are preoccupied in a life's pursuit fo achieve the modern telos: security
and happiness. This self-serving ethos is best captured by a modern ethics signified by
the catchphrase: "Hey, it's only business," which is often uttered just after frampling on the
interests of a fellow citizen.

The modern ethics are not only signified in speech, but they literally “fleshed-out”
in the demos governed by a regime that serves at the behest of politically authoritative
economic institfutions. To draw this plainly, it is no mere coincidence that there is an
"epidemic” of both American obesity and promiscuity and the fact that consumerist
capitalism greatly benefits from unleashing the appetitive soul — the table and the bed.
Instead of only producing and consuming according fo the minimalist designs of
necessity, it has become quite “patriotic” to eat more, drink more, drive more, and own
more while thinking less about what the deleterious effects of such behavior. In addition
to the physical effects, there is also an infellectual consequence of the modern telos.
Specifically, the United States has now produced multiple generations of increasingly
undereducated citizens who can barely conceive on anything beyond the systematic
conditioning they have received through both advertising and a failed education
system.

While American academicians and philosophers have, with a few notable
exceptions, been silent on this subject, American poets have been issued forth a more
penetrating vision that sees further beyond the screen of the clever American Dream.
Hunter S. Thompson's Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas - A Savage Journey to the Heart of
the American Dream acidly scrutinizes the unrest and cultural changes of the sixties as
just another generation frying and failing to scale the summit of the American Dream, or
a mirage of fleeting excess. In the novel, Thompson laments the high-water mark — that
place where the wave of social change finally broke and rolled back — of a sixties
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generation that ultimately failed because they relied more on their own consumption
excesses of free love and drugs. 37

In American director David Fincher's Fight Club (1999), the central characters of
Jack (Edward Norton) and Tyler (Brad Pitt) candidly express both the underlying
philosophy of American consumption and its slavish consequences:

Jack: [...] Idon't know, it's just when you buy furniture, you tell yourself that's it.
That's the last sofa I'm gonna need. Whatever else happens, I've got that sofa
problem handled. | had it all. | had a stereo that was very decent, a wardrobe
that was getting very respectable. | was close to being complete. [...] Tyler:
Why do guys like you and | know what a duvetis? Is this essential in the hunter-
gatherer sense of the worde No. What are we then? Jack: We're, uh, you know,
consumers. Tyler: Right, we're consumers. We are by-products of a lifestyle
obsession. Murder, crime, poverty, these things don’t concern me. What
concerns me is celebrity magazines, television with 500 channels, some guy's
name on my underwear. Rogaine, Viagra, Olestra. [...] The things you own, end
uUp owning you. 38

The inevitable disillusionment with the clever lie is not only demonstrated in literature and
film, but in the more harmonious arts as well. An exploration of American life, the lyrics of
L.A.'s Rage Against the Machine’s “Know Your Enemy” ends with: "Compromise,
conformity, assimilation, submission, ignorance, hypocrisy, brutality, the elite... all of
which are American dreams." 37

Finally, it is worth nothing that none of these artists claim to be “Christians.” And
since the American ecclesiastical community often claims that the United States was
founded as a “Christian nation,” the gadfly in me wonders: where is the Christian voice of
dissent? Has the regime effectively used tax-exemption to stifle the political dissidence
of Christians who have a long and proud history of speaking fruth to powere Where are
the Timothy Dwightse The Elisha Williams2 The Charles Chauncys? The John Wesleys?
The Martin Luthers and the Martin Luther Kings? Is it possible that like much of the
citizenry, the Church has become bloated, complacent and lulled to sleep by the siren's
song of wealth, power, fame, and comfort2 Like Orwell's ignorant proles, have
Americans become a society passionate only about: "...rubbishy newspapers, containing
almost nothing except sport, crime, and astrology, sensational five-cent novelettes, films
oozing with sex, and senfimental songs..." 4 In defiance of the self-seeking modern
regime, it is only a deep conviction of sustained self-sacrifice that can achieve the
restoration of a more virftuous American Dream. Do we need a collective reminder of
the most simplest of maxims: to love our neighbor as ourselves? 41 Although delivered in
1774, Harvard educated minister Gad Hitchcock Hitchcock’s sermon is just as applicable
to a contemporary audience who must understand the adverse effects a more
Machiavellian, modern regime can have on its citizens: “The vices of a ruler pervert the
due exercise of his authority, to the disadvantage of the community.” 42

| dare say, because it is both my spiritual and civic duty to do so, that the tfime
has come for the sleepers to awaken, those great, swarming, disregarded masses who
need only to "rise up and shake themselves like a horse shaking off flies" and vigorously
contend for the true liberty to lead lives nobly lived. 4 Yet, if this is to be achieved,
Americans must see themselves in opposition to a modern political other that has hidden
itself behind the cleverlie. If Americans truly believe that the tradition of liberty means
all, then the telos American politics must be to reestablish a virtuous and just society
where the free of liberty may yet grow wild again. But as the writer penned in Anthony
Burgess' A Clockwork Orange (1972), the common people will: "...sell liberty for a quieter
life. Thatis why they must be prodded, prodded -" 44
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